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Guide to Diversity, Equity, 


and Inclusion 


The Thirteenth Edition of Adolescence has been fully 
revised and updated with topics related to diversity, 
equity, and inclusion in mind. In addition to the chap- 
ter-specific revisions, this edition has undergone global 
changes, including an updated photo program to enhance 
diversity and inclusion. This edition also includes new 
citations of studies and researchers who represent diverse 
and international samples and topics. 


Introduction: The Study of Adolescent Development 


* “Making the Cultural Connection" box asking students 
to consider ceremonies and informal events that signify 
the transition to adulthood 

* Adolescence in developing countries, including anthro- 
pological perspectives of adolescence in developing 
and developed countries 

* Stereotypes about adolescents and teenagers, including 
cross-cultural studies related to the connection between 
how adolescents behave and how they are perceived, 
including research by Qu et al. (2020). 


Chapter 1: Biological Transitions 


* Geographic and environmental factors that influence 
puberty 

* Body image and body dissatisfaction, including influ- 
ences related to gender, ethnicity, and culture, citing 
research from BeLue, Francis, & Colaco (2009), Skinner 
et al. (2018), Huh et al. (2012), and Qualter et al. (2018) 

* Pubertal maturation, including cross-cultural and 
familial trends and influences, citing research from 
Nagata et al. (2018) 

* Sex changes resulting from prenatal hormone expo- 
sure, citing research from Sisk & Romeo (2019) 

* Obesity and its prevalence in both industrialized and 
developing countries, citing research from Lewis-Smith 
et al. (2020), Neumark-Sztainer et al. (2006), and 
Jackson & Chen (2014) 

* Eating disorders, including cross-cultural research and 
sociocultural factors, citing research from Bodell et al. 
(2018), Lee et al. (2013), and Olvera et al. (2015) 


Chapter 2: Cognitive Transitions 


* Brain structure and function, including similarities 
and differences related to sex 

* [ntelligence, cross-cultural contexts and environmental 
influences, citing research from Ramsden et al. (2011), 
van den Bos, Crone, & Güroglu (2012), and others 


* *Making the Cultural Connection" box asking students 
to consider why, globally, rates of risky adolescent 
behavior varies, despite the universality of adolescent 
brain development 

* Exemplifies how school-based tests alone may not 
accurately reflect intelligence as it is applied in the 
real world, citing research from Uncapher et al. 
(2016), Ahmed et al. (2019), and others 

* Adolescents questioning of parental authority, including 
research from Chen-Gaddini, Liu, & Nucci (2020), 
Cheah, Leung, & Ozemir (2018), and Thomas et al. 
(2020) 


Chapter 3: Social Transitions 


* Adolescence, adulthood, and cross-cultural rites of 
passage 

* Ethnic, religious, and cross-cultural processes of social 
redefinition 

* Adolescents' views of themselves, including criterial 
in both developing and developed countries 

e Passage to adulthood in both contemporary industrial- 
ized and traditional cultures, including cross-cultural 
research from Arnett & Padilla-Walker (2015), 
Markstrom (2011), and others 

* “Making the Cultural Connection” box asking readers 
to consider how globalization affects adolescence 
across various cultures in an international society 

* Updated cross cultural data from the United Nations 
on the international adolescent population 

* Discussion of cross-cultural problems faced by poor, 
underrepresented, and immigrant youth, including 
updated information from the U.S. Census Bureau and 
research from Ananat et al. (2017), Motti-Stefanidi 
(2019), Torres et al. (2018), Stevens et al. (2020), 
Bayram Ozdemir et al. (2018), and Miklikowska, 
Bohrman, & Titzmann (2019) 

* Effects of poverty on adolescent development and 
transition to adulthood, including difficulties faced by 
poor rural and urban communities, including research 
from Brieant et al. (2020), Ellwood-Lowe et al. (2018), 
Coley, O'Brien & Spielvogel (2019), Uy et al. (2019) 

* Subjective social status and its effects, citing Du, Chi & 
King (2019), Rahal et al. (2020), Rivenbark et al. (2019), 
Russell & Odgers (2020), and Raposa et al. (2019) 

* Neighborhood conditions and their effects on adoles- 
cent development, including the effects of relocation on 
striving adolescents, citing Burnside & Gaylord-Harden 
(2019), Kan et al. (2020), Xiao, Romanelli, Vélez-Grau, 


& Lindsay (2020), Orihuela et al. (2020), Wang, Choi, 
& Shin (2020), DaViera et al. (2020), and Evans et al. 
(2020) 


Chapter 4: Families 


Concerns between adolescents and parents in immi- 
grant families and across ethnic groups, citing Cruz 
et al. (2018), Stein et al. (2020), Motti-Stefandi (2018), 
Toyokawa & Toyokawa (2019), and Sun, Geeraert, & 
Simpson (2020) 

Ethnic differences and cross-cultural influences in 
parenting styles and practices, citing Anguiano (2018), 
De Los Reyes, Ohannessian, & Racz (2019), Hou 
et al. (2020), Qu, Pomerantz & Deng (2016), Luebbe, 
Tu, & Fredrick (2018), and Li et al. (2019) 

Family patterns and composition, including cross-cul- 
tural and ethnic trends, citing Wang-Schweig & Miller 
(2019), Nair, Roche, & White (2018), Yuen et al. 
(2018), and Van der Cruijsen et al. (2019) 

Poverty and its effect on families of adolescents, 
including ethnic and cross-cultural disparities, citing 
Fisher et al. (2015) and Maas, Bray, & Noll (2018) 
Financial strain and its effects on families and adoles- 
cents, citing Deater-Deckard et al. (2019), Herd, King- 
Casas, & Kim-Spoon (2020), Simons & Steele (2020), 
Kotchick, Whitsett, & Sherman (2020), and Di 
Giunta et al. (2020) 

Homelessness and its connection to ethnic and 
LGBTQ youth, citing data from the National 
Runaway Safeline (2018), Gerwitz, O’Brien et al. 
(2020), and Tyler, Schmitz, & Ray (2018) 

Special family forms, including adolescents raised by 
same-sex parents, citing Farr (2017) and McConnachie 
et al. (2021) 


Chapter 5: Peer Groups 


Updated global population data to show changing 
demographics 

Anthropological approach to postfigurative, cofigura- 
tive, and prefigurative cultures, including the signifi- 
cance of the American cofigurative society, citing 
Silva et al (2016) and Van Hoorn, Van Dijk, Güroglu, 
& Crone (2016) 

The role of sex segregation, gender roles, and sexual 
identity in adolescent peer groups 

Ethnicity and adolescent membership in particular 
crowds, including the role of ethnicity and identity in 
students at multiethnic schools, citing Wolter & 
Hewstone (2018), Mali et al. (2019), Kelleghan et al. 
(2019), and Rastogi & Juvonen (2019) 

Ethnicity and discrimination in adolescent cliques, 
including the role of parental discrimination and 
cross-ethnic friendships, citing Umafia-Taylor et al. 
(2020) and Motti-Stefandini, Paclopoulos, & 
Asendorpf (2018) 
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The benefits of cross-ethnic friendships and ethnic 
diversity within classrooms, citing Lessard, Kogachi, 
& Juvonen (2019) 

Cross-ethnic differences in bullying and peer victim- 
ization, including global research from Koyanagi et al. 
(2019) 


Chapter 6: Schools 


Global U.N. data about school enrollment around the 
world 

The effects of No Child Left Behind on students of 
different ethnic backgrounds 

“Making the Cultural Connection” box prompting stu- 
dents to consider the benefits and drawbacks of global 
prevalence of national graduation examinations and 
why this practice is not popular in the United States 
Racial and ethnic data related to inner-city education, 
including disparities in proficiency in key subjects that 
result from the achievement gap 

Updated data from the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (2020) and NCES (2019 and 2020) 
illustrating the correlation between school violence, 
bullying, attendance, achievement, and job opportuni- 
ties in inner-city communities 

School transitions and the challenges faced by boys, 
underrepresented ethnic students, and adolescents 
from disadvantaged families, citing Benner, Boykle, & 
Bakhtiari (2017), Kiuru et al. (2020), and Nelemans 
et al. (2018) 

The effects of school tracking on poor and underrep- 
resented ethnic students due to discrimination 

The issues faced by neurodiverse adolescents, including 
ADHD, citing Murray et al. (2019) and Humphreys 
et al. (2019) 

The effects of ethnic diversity and desegregation in 
schools and classrooms, including the role of stereo- 
types and private schools and the experiences of stu- 
dents from ethnic and socioeconomic groups, citing 
DuPont-Reyes & Villatoro (2019) among others 

The cross-cultural issues related to how an adolescent's 
ethnic and socioeconomic background influences 
teacher expectations and behavior, and, in turn, student 
engagement, citing Alm et al. (2019), Burns (2020), and 
Engels et al. (2020), Houston, Pearman, & McGee (2020) 
Two new figures about beneficial classroom climate 
based on Piccolo et al. (2019) and Amemiya, Fine, & 
Wang (2020) 

School climate and bullying, including effects of gay- 
straight alliances and LGBTQ-focused policies, citing 
Day et al. (2020) 

Cross-cultural disparities in school victimization and 
violence, including the racial gap in school discipline 
and the disproportionate negative impact of zero-tol- 
erance policies on Black students, which mirrors 
racial inequities in arrests, citing Jacobsen (2020), 
Rosenbaum (2020), and Wiley et al. (2020) 
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Updated cross-cultural data about college enrollment, 
including among immigrants and racial and ethnic 
populations from the NCES (2019 and 2020) 


Chapter 7: Work, Leisure, and Media 


Student employment trends based on socioeconomic 
background and the effects of working on academic 
achievement, citing Twenge & Park (2019), Hwang & 
Domina (2017), and Staff et al. (2020) 

Disparities in the negative effects of social media and 
texting on adolescent girls versus boys, citing Perrino 
et al. (2019), Lee et al. (2020), Stockdale & Coyne 
(2020), and Twenge & Martin (2020) 


Chapter 8: Identity 


Cross-cultural differences in adolescent self-concep- 
tion, comparing the United States and China as an 
example (Setoh et al., 2015) 

Disparities in self-esteem among adolescents of differ- 
ent ethnicities and socioeconomic groups, including 
the effects on students in schools or communities 
where they are members of an underrepresented eth- 
nic group, citing White, Zeiders, & Safa (2018), Huey 
et al. (2020), and Krauss, Orth, & Robins (2020) 
“Making the Cultural Connection” box asking students 
to reflect on how political changes in the Arab world 
may affect adolescent identity development 

The role of ethnic identity in an adolescent’s overall 
sense of personal identity, including the trends related 
to race, religion, and immigration status, citing Abo- 
Zena (2019), Kiang & Witkow (2018), and Chan, Kiang 
& Witkow (2020) 

Factors and effects related to the process of ethnic iden- 
tity development in adolescents, including the benefits 
of strong ethnic identity and ethnic pride on mental 
health and academic achievement, citing Hughes, Del 
Toro, & Way (2017), Cross et al. (2018), Meca et al. 
(2019), and Spiegler, Wólfer, & Hewstone (2019) 

The effects of mainstream culture on underrepre- 
sented ethnic youth, including an awareness of racism 
and discrimination and a mistrust of others, citing 
White et al. (2018), Cross et al. (2020), and Anderson 
et al. (2019) 

The importance of ethnic socialization, including 
the role of parents in teaching children about dealing 
with racism, valuing one’s culture, and success in the 
mainstream culture, citing Svensson & Shannon 
(2020) 

Trends and consequences of altercations between law 
enforcement and Black adolescents, including 
research identifying conversation topics between 
Black parents and teenagers following the shooting of 
Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri: the extent of 
racism in America, the special dangers faced by Black 
boys, the effects of violent and nonviolent protests, 


and fighting discrimination by succeeding in school, 
citing Dunbar et al. (2017) and Threlfall (2018) 
Research about the special situation faced by under- 
represented ethnic youth who are recent immigrants, 
foreign-born adolescents from underrepresented 
ethnic groups, and first-generation underrepresented 
ethnic youth, citing Filion, Fenelon, & Boudreaux 
(2018) and Svensson & Shannon (2020) 

The adverse effects of discrimination on the identity 
development of underrepresented adolescents, includ- 
ing citations and examples of Latinx, Black, immi- 
grant, Iranian, and Native American adolescents, 
citing Wang & Yip (2020), Benner et al. (2018), and 
Del Toro, Hughes, & Way (2020) 

Discrimination’s negative effects on adolescents’ 
physiology (e.g., poor sleep, inflammatory response), 
mental health (e.g., substance abuse, depression), 
behavior, and achievement, citing Bennett et al. 
(2020), Zapolski et al. (2020), Martin et al. (2019), 
and Yip et al. (2020) 

Updated discussion of research related to the specific 
effects of discrimination on Black teenagers, citing 
Seaton & Tyson (2019) 

Updated discussion of the complicated impact of hav- 
ing race as a central part of one’s identity, which can 
make adolescents more sensitive to discrimination 
and also make them better able to cope with it, citing 
Seaton & lida (2019), Meca et al. (2020), and 
Thomann & Suyemoto (2017) 

Updated discussion of the particular challenges of 
identity faced by multiethnic youth, citing Nishina & 
Witkow (2020) and Rozek & Gaither (2020) 
Expanded discussion of terminology related to sex 
and gender, including a new figure illustrating the vari- 
ability of sexual orientation among different gender 
identity groups based on research from Watson, 
Wheldon, & Puhl (2020) 

The adverse effects of discrimination and societal 
ignorance faced by LBGTQ youth, including potential 
hostility from parents, citing Mills-Koonce et al. 
(2018), Robinson (2018), and others 

Discussion of the prevalence of mental-health chal- 
lenges among transgender adolescents, citing Paceley 
et al. (2020), Diamond (2020), and others 

The negative effects of stigmatization and discrimina- 
tion within their communities, including excerpts 
from interviews with transgender youth living in a con- 
servative, rural Midwestern community, including 
interview excerpts from Paceley et al. (2020) 
Updated discussion of the fluidity of gender-role 
behavior rather than absolute categories 

Gender-role socialization, including the role of beliefs 
and pressures to conform on behavior and attitudes, 
including a new figure based on research from Looze 
et al. (2018) 


Chapter 9: Autonomy 


Cross-cultural discussion of the parents’ role in ado- 
lescent individuation and the effects of parental sup- 
port of autonomy 

Ethnic and cultural differences in expectations for 
autonomy, including racial trends within different 
countries and how immigration affects perceptions of 
parents and their adolescents, citing Kiang & 
Bhattacharjee (2019), Nalipay, King, & Cai (2020), 
Tran & Rafaeli (2020), Yu et al. (2019), Cheah et al. 
(2019), and Rogers et al. (2020), among others 
Trends in peer influence related to sex, ethnicity, 
immigration background, and family structure 
Differences in socioeconomic status as it relates to 
changes in adolescent political thinking and views of 
American society 

New research on the political and civil engagement of 
underrepresented adolescents, including excerpts of 
interviews from Roy et al. (2019) and the link between 
political engagement and victimization 

Discussion about adolescent attitudes related to social 
justice, race relations, and financial insecurity, includ- 
ing the potential effects of Black Lives Matter, 
COVID-19, and concerns about climate change, 
including citations from Sanson, Van Hoorn, & Burke 
(2019) and Oosterhoff et al. (2019), and a new figure 
based on Metzger et al. (2020) 

Cross-cultural data related to religious beliefs during 
adolescence, including data related to religious partic- 
ipation in the United States and a figure illustrating 
differences across countries, citing Vasilenko & 
Espinosa-Hernandez (2019) and a new figure based 
on Hardy et al. (2020) 

“Making the Cultural Connection” box exploring cul- 
tural variability around the world as it relates to the 
role of religion in adolescents’ lives 

Discussion of how religiosity and spirituality change 
over the course of adolescence and how religious 
involvement affects adolescent development, includ- 
ing new research from Lee & Neblett (2019) on the 
impact on Black youth living in urban communities of 
low socioeconomic status 


Chapter 10: Intimacy 


Critique of Sullivan’s theory of interpersonal develop- 
ment (1953) to address the transition from nonroman- 
tic to romantic relationships as opposed to the same-sex 
and other-sex relationships described by Sullivan 

Sex differences in intimacy, including greater levels of 
intimacy among girls than boys and the advantages 
and disadvantages of male and female intimacy, plus a 
discussion of similarities between male and female 
intimacy, citing Benner, Hou, & Jackson (2019), 
Bastin et al. (2018), and others 


Guide to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 


Examination of the origins of sex differences in inti- 
macy, including the effects of social pressure, trends 
among some ethnic groups, and discrimination 
against gay teenagers, citing Savickaité et al. (2019) 
Discussion of factors related to the “sex cleavage” and 
friendships across sexes, including the transition to 
mixed-sex friendships, curiosity about sexual feelings, 
and the advantages and disadvantages of platonic friend- 
ships, citing Savickaité et al. (2019), among others 
Differences in the capacity for intimacy among boys 
and girls during adolescence, including addressing ste- 
reotypes about sex differences in romantic 
relationships 

Cross-cultural nuances in how Latinx and Black ado- 
lescents approach dating and their attitudes about 
gendered roles in relationships 

Challenges, prejudices, and harassment faced by 
LGBTQ youth when freely expressing their romantic 
interests and sexual identity, including the increased 
risks of dating violence on LGBTQ youth, as illus- 
trated in a new figure based on Költő et al. (2018) 
The adverse effects of early dating, sexual harassment, 
sexual coercion, and date rape on high-school girls, 
including updated research on the prevalence and 
effects of dating violence in romantic relationships, 
citing Cava et al., 2020, Rothman et al. (2020), and 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020) 
data, among others 


Chapter 11: Sexuality 


Updated CDC research reporting ethnic differences 
in the age of sexual initiation, which are greater 
between boys than girls 

Data correlating sexual activity with immigration and 
socioeconomic status 

The impact of social factors that influence involve- 
ment in sexual activity, including the larger effect of 
social attitudes on girls than boys 

Factors and trends that lead to significant differences 
in how boys and girls interpret the meaning of sex, 
including expectations and social disapproval, includ- 
ing excerpts from interviews from Garceau & Ronis 
(2019) and a figure based on that research 
Discussion of the social and scientific history that has 
impacted LGBTO individuals, with a focus on contem- 
porary research that sexual orientation is primarily 
determined by hormonal and genetic factors, citing 
Stewart et al. (2019) and Zhang, Solazzo, & Gorman 
(2020). 

Updated data about the prevalence of gender fluidity 
and sexual orientation among adolescents and young 
people, including a new figure illustrating teen partic- 
ipation in both same-sex and other-sex activities, citing 
Li & Davis (2020), including a new figure based on 
their research 
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Guide to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 


Discussion of the importance of parental support 
when LGBTQ individuals come out, including cover- 
age of peer harassment and discrimination, especially 
of younger teenagers, citing Hequembourg, Livingston, 
& Wang (2020), Kaufman, Baams, & Veenstra (2020), 
and others 

Trends related to sexual harassment and date rape, 
including the negative effects of sexual coercion and 
the link between sexual harassment and general bully- 
ing, citing Katz et al. (2019), Duncan, Zimmer- 
Gembeck, & Furman (2019), and others 

Updated discussion of the harassment of LGBTQ 
adolescents, the negative consequences of discrimina- 
tion and hostility, the increased rates of depression 
and suicide among LGBTQ youth, and the impor- 
tance of school- and community-based programs 
designed to promote tolerance and provide resources, 
citing la Roi et al. (2020), Ioverno & Russell (2020), 
Watson, Wheldon, & Puhl (2020), Eisenberg et al. 
(2020), Zhang et al. (2020), and Raifman et al, (2020), 
among others 

Risk factors related to adolescent rape and reasons 
why rape and sexual abuse are likely far more com- 
mon that reported studies reveal 

Updated data of contraception use among adolescents, 
including the challenges of planning, access, and 
knowledge about sex, contraception, and pregnancy, 
citing Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020) 
"Making the Cultural Connection" box encouraging 
students to consider why rates of STDs and teen preg- 
nancy are higher in the United States, despite similar 
rates of sexual activity to other countries 
Cross-cultural data related to U.S. rates of teen preg- 
nancy by ethnicity, including discussion of the correla- 
tion of income inequality and school attendance with 
teenage childbearing, citing Sedgh et al. (2015) 
Effects of abortion of unplanned pregnancy on both 
adolescent girls and boys, and the disproportionate 
impact of policies limiting abortion access on ethnic 
youth, including figures based on Jalanko et al. (2020) 
and Everett et al. (2020), and data from the ACLU 
(2021) 

The risks and negative effects of teenage motherhood 
and marriage, and how they can be offset by moving in 
with their own family, a practice that is more common 
in Black families than in White or Latinx families 


Chapter 12: Achievement 


Self-handicapping strategies, including sex differences 
and the impact of prejudice and discrimination on 
underrepresented ethnic youth 

Updated discussion of stereotype threat, including its 
impact on students of different ethnic backgrounds 
and sexes, citing McKellar et al. (2019), among others 
Discussion of how school environments and class- 
room atmosphere influence achievement, including 


how a lack resources negatively affects opportunity, 
especially for poor and underrepresented students 
Updated discussion of mixed results related to paren- 
tal involvement in different ethnic households, includ- 
ing studies of Black, Latinx, Mexican American, 
Asian, and White students, citing Aceves, Bámaca- 
Colbert, & Robins (2020) and Day & Dotterer (2018), 
among others 

Effects of quality of home life, cultural capital, social 
capital, and Internet access on adolescent achieve- 
ment, including how inadequate housing, economic 
and social stress, and poverty can undermine aca- 
demic achievement and parental support 
Cross-cultural discussion of trends related to the con- 
nection between peer influence and student grades, cit- 
ing Laninga-Wijnen et al. (2018), Shin (2020), Zhang 
et al. (2019), and Chen, Saafir, & Graham (2020) 
Socioeconomic gaps in school achievement across all 
ethnic groups and in different countries, including the 
effects of affluence on brain development and disad- 
vantages in standardized testing, citing (NCES) 2020 
The effects of socioeconomic level, family back- 
ground, and environmental factors on students, 
including the effects of neighborhoods 

Ethnic differences in educational achievement, includ- 
ing the success of immigrants of different back- 
grounds, citing Peguero, Bondy, & Hong (2017), 
among others 

Discussion of the similarity of educational aspirations 
and attitudes across ethnic backgrounds, but the gap 
in academic performance, especially for Black and 
Latinx students 

Theories of false optimism among Black and Latinx 
adolescents with high aspirations and positive beliefs 
about school, including the role of prejudice and dis- 
crimination by classmates and teachers on 
achievement 

Effects of academic performance on Asian teenagers, 
including increased time spent studying and the bene- 
fits of engagement and motivation 

"Making the Cultural Connection" box prompting stu- 
dents to consider the factors that drive immigrant 
achievement, even when immigrant students are unfa- 
miliar with the English language or American culture 
Updated NCES (2020) and U.S. Census Bureau 
(2020) research about trends in the achievement gap 
between White and nonwhite individuals, including an 
increase in educational attainment 

Global data on U.S. proficiency scores in core sub- 
jects, which are mediocre in comparison with other 
industrialized countries, citing OECD (2020) data 
Cross-cultural, socioeconomic, and ethnic trends 
related to U.S. high school graduation rates, including 
the correlates and risk factors of dropping out of 
school, citing National Center for Education Statistics, 
2020 data 


Socioeconomic influences on occupational choice, 
including social class, status, and educational attain- 
ment as determinants of what people look for in jobs, 
citing Afia et al. (2019), Gubbels, van der Put, & 
Assink (2019), and Samuel & Burger (2020) 


Chapter 13: Psychosocial Problems in Adolescence 


Differences in drug use among adolescents of differ- 
ent sexes, ethnicities, and immigration status, includ- 
ing updated research and explanation that sex, 
socioeconomic status, and ethnicity respond to risk 
factors in much the same way, citing Johnston et al. 
(2020), Alamilla et al. (2018), and others 

Differences in alcohol, tobacco, and drug use between 
American and European adolescents, citing Miech et 
al. (2020) and ESPAD (2019) 

The role of environment and social context as it influ- 
ences adolescent substance use and abuse, including 
availability of drugs, community norms, drug-law 
enforcement, and mass media portrayal, citing Meisel 
& Colder (2020), Wesche, Kreager, & Lefkowitz 
(2019), Griesler et al. (2019), and Parra et al. (2020) 
Discussion of protective factors related to substance 
abuse and how they operate similarly across ethnic 
groups, citing Su et al. (2019), Quach et al. (2020), and 
others 

Discussion of successful substance-abuse treatments, 
which are not as available to underrepresented ethnic 
groups due to financial or insurance reasons 

Sex differences in aggression, including social factors 
that influence its stability, and the overall gender gap in 
violent offending, which has closed over time, citing 
data from the National Center for Juvenile Justice 
(2020) 


Guide to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 


Trends in victimization and shootings by race and eth- 
nicity, including those related to school shootings and 
inner-city communities, citing Wylie & Rufino (2018) 
and Yu et al. (2018) 

Trends related to underreporting and selective 
reporting of rates of juvenile offending, including 
higher reporting levels among poor and underrepre- 
sented adolescents and racial bias and stereotypes 
that are most likely to impact Black individuals and 
influence the processing of minor crimes, citing data 
from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (2020), the 
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention (2020), and the National Center for 
Juvenile Justice (2020) 

Discussion of the fact that ethnic differences in the 
prevalence of self-reported offending are smaller than 
those in official records, citing Singer (2017) 

Gender roles as a driver of sex differences in depres- 
sion, including correlated pressures on young women 
to behave in sex-stereotyped ways, a tendency to 
respond to stress by turning feelings inward, and 
greater orientation toward interpersonal relations, cit- 
ing Kwong et al. (2019), LeMoult et al. (2019), and 
Owens et al. (2019) 

Ethnic and sex differences in attempted suicide and 
sex differences in non-suicidal self-injury, citing 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020) 
data and research from Zhu, Chen, & Su (2020), 
Hamza & Willoughby (2019), and Schwartz-Mette & 
Lawrence (2019) 

Cross-cultural similarities in the connection between 
stress and psychosocial problems 
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A Note from the Author 


Two psychopathic killers persuaded me to abandon my dreams to someday become a comedy 
writer and study psychology instead. | did not enter college intending to become either a psychol- 
ogist or a professor. | majored in English, hoping to study creative writing. | became interested in 
psychology during the second semester of my freshman year because of an introductory course 
in personality theory. My professor had assigned the book /n Cold Blood, and our task was to 
analyze the personalities of Dick and Perry, the two murderers. | was hooked. | followed this inter- 
est in personality development to graduate school in developmental psychology, where | learned 
that if you really wanted to understand how we develop into the people we ultimately become, 
you have got to know something about adolescence. That was nearly 50 years ago, and l’m still 
as passionate about studying this period of life as | was then. 

| hope that this book gets you more excited about adolescence, too. 

One reason | like teaching and writing about adolescence is that most students find it inher- 
ently interesting, in part because pretty much everyone has such vivid recollections of what it was 
like to be a teenager. In fact, researchers have discovered that people actually remember events 
from adolescence more intensely than events from other times, something that has been referred 
to as the “reminiscence bump.” 

The reminiscence bump makes teaching adolescence both fun and frustrating. Fun, because 
it isn't hard to get students interested in the topic. Frustrating, though, because it's a challenge to 
get students to look at adolescence from a scientific, as well as personal, perspective. That, above 
all, is my goal for this book. | don't want you to forget or set aside your own experience as an 
adolescent. (I couldn't make that happen, anyway.) But what | hope | can do is to help you under- 
stand adolescence—your own adolescence as well as the adolescence that is experienced by 
others around the world—more deeply and more intelligently by introducing you to the latest sci- 
ence on the subject. I still maintain a very active program of research of my own, and that neces- 
sitates staying on top of the field's most recent and important developments. There is a lot of 
exciting work being done on adolescence these days (one of my interests is the adolescent brain), 
and | want to share this excitement with you. Who knows, maybe you'll become hooked, too. 

l've tried to do my best at covering the most important topics and writing about them in a way 
that is not only informative but fun and interesting to read. If there's something | could have done 
better, please let me know. 


Laurence Steinberg 

Temple University 
laurence.steinberg@temple.edu 
www.laurencesteinberg.com 
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Cutting-Edge Science, Personalized for Today’s 
Students 


As a well-respected researcher, Laurence Steinberg connects current research with real-world 
application, helping students see the similarities and differences in adolescent development 
across different social, economic, and cultural backgrounds. 

Paired with McGraw Hill Connect™, a digital assignment and assessment platform that 
strengthens the link between faculty, students, and course work, instructors and students 
accomplish more in less time and improve their performance. 


Apply Concepts and Theories in an Experiential 
Learning Environment 


An engaging and innovative learning game, Quest: Journey Through the Lifespan® provides 


students with opportunities to apply content from their human development curriculum to real- : 
life scenarios. Students play unique characters who range in age and make decisions that apply = 


key concepts and theories for each age as they negotiate events in an array of authentic environ- 
ments. Additionally, as students analyze real-world behaviors and contexts, they are exposed to 
different cultures and intersecting biological, cognitive, and socioemotional processes. Each 
quest has layered replayability, allowing students to make new choices each time they play—or 
offering different students in the same class different experiences. Fresh possibilities and out- 
comes shine light on the complexity of and variations in real human development. This experi- 
ential learning game includes follow-up questions, assignable in Connect and auto-graded, to 
reach a high level of critical thinking. 


A Personalized Experience that Leads to Improved 
Learning and Results 


How many students think they know everything about adolescent psychology but struggle on 
the first exam? Students study more effectively with Connect and SmartBook. 


e Connect assignments help students contextualize what they've learned through application, 
so they can better understand the material and think critically. 

* Connect reports deliver information regarding performance, study behavior, and effort so 
instructors can quickly identify students who are having issues or focus on material that the 
class hasn't mastered. 

* SmartBook helps students study more efficiently by highlighting what to focus on in the 
chapter, asking review questions, and directing them to resources until they understand. 

* SmartBook creates a personalized study path customized to individual student needs. 


SmartBook is now optimized for mobile and tablet and is accessible for students with disabili- 
ties. Content-wise, it has been enhanced with improved learning objectives that are measurable 
and observable to improve student outcomes. SmartBook personalizes learning to individual 
student needs, continually adapting to pinpoint knowledge gaps and focus learning on topics 


&esMAImRTDBOOK' 
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Power of Process for that need the most attention. Study time is more productive and, as a 


result, students are better prepared for class and coursework. For 


PSYCHOLOGY instructors, SmartBook tracks student progress and provides insights 
that can help guide teaching strategies. 


Preparing Students for 
Higher-Level Thinking 


At the higher end of Bloom’s taxonomy, Power of Process helps stu- 
dents improve critical-thinking skills and allows instructors to assess 
these skills efficiently and effectively in an online environment. Avail- 
able through Connect, preloaded journal articles are available for 
instructors to assign. Using a scaffolded framework such as under- 
standing, synthesizing, and analyzing, Power of Process moves students 
toward higher-level thinking and analysis. 


Writing Assignment 


New to this edition and found in Connect, Writing Assignments offer faculty the ability to 
assign a full range of writing projects to students with just-in-time feedback. 
You may set up manually scored assignments in a way that students can: 


* automatically receive grammar and high-level feedback to improve their writing before they 
submit a project to you; 

* run originality checks and receive feedback on “exact matches" and “possibly altered text" 
that includes guidance about how to properly paraphrase, quote, and cite sources to improve 
the academic integrity of their writing before they submit their work to you. 


The new Writing Assignments will also have features that allow you to assign milestone drafts 
(optional), easily re-use your text and audio comments, build/score with your rubric, and view 
your own originality report of student's final submission. 


Real People, Real World, Real Life 


McGraw Hill Education's Milestones is a powerful video-based learning tool that allows stu- 
dents to experience life as it unfolds, from infancy through emerging adulthood. New to this 
edition, Milestones are available in a more engaging, WCAG-compliant format. Ask your 
McGraw Hill representative about this new upgrade. 


Inform and Engage on Psychological Concepts 


Located in Connect, NewsFlash is a multimedia assignment tool that ties current news 
stories, TedTalks, blogs, and podcasts to key psychological principles and learning objectives. 
Students interact with relevant news stories and are assessed on their ability to connect the 
content to the research findings and course material. NewsFlash is updated twice a year and 
uses expert sources to cover a wide range of topics including: emotion, personality, stress, 
drugs, COVID-19, disability, social justice, stigma, bias, inclusion, gender, LGBTQIA+, and 
many more. 


Chapter-by-Chapter Changes 


The thirteenth edition of Adolescence features updated and expanded coverage of key issues in 
development in every chapter. This revision is reflected primarily in Chapters 3, 4, 8, and 12. 


Below is a complete list of changes in each chapter: 


Chapter 1 


Thorough update of all content (more than 70 new citations) 

Four new figures in total 

Added discussion of changes in brain physiology during adolescence 

Refocused discussion of adrenarche 

Updated discussion of the timing of puberty and additions related to the concept of 
“precocious” puberty 

Updated discussion of genetic and environmental influences on pubertal timing 

New subsection on the connection between puberty and stress 

New “Making the Scientific Connection” box about the complicated relationship between 
puberty, psychological functioning, and other significant events. 

Expanded discussion on sleep patterns and the related effects of academic and extracurricular 
demands 

New figure about the correlation between early-maturing boys and delinquent behavior 
Revised section on obesity, including two new figures and consideration of the potential 
related effects of COVID-19 on adolescent activity levels 


Chapter 2 


Thorough update of all content (more than 60 new citations) 

Five new figures in total 

Refined discussion of adolescent reasoning abilities and metacognition 

Two new figures illustrate patterns of neural connectivity, white matter, and gray matter 
New figure illustrates the brain regions responsible for social cognition, cognitive control, 
and reward processing 

New figure illustrates the maturity gap 

Updated discussion of IQ and intelligence tests. 

Added discussion of social conventions and laws in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic 
Updated discussion of adolescent risk taking, including a new figure and descriptions of 
recent research 


Chapter 3 


Thorough update of all content (more than 80 new citations) 

Four new figures and two new tables in total 

Updated discussion about the elongation of adolescence 

New discussion and figure about perceptions in the importance of traditional markers of 
adulthood 

Expanded discussion of the concept of “emerging adulthood,” including the factors and 
experiences that are related to it 

Revised discussion of social redefinition of adolescents in contemporary society 

Updated data on number of young adults living at home and leaving home during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, including a new figure 

Updated discussion of transitional problems of poor, minority, and immigrant youth 
Updated discussion of the effects of chronic stress, poverty, and income inequality on 
adolescents, including a new figure 

Updated discussion of the impact of mentoring programs 

Fully revised discussion of the impact of poverty on adolescent development, including a 
new figure 

New discussion and table showing the effects of violence and stress on behavioral, emotional, 
and physical health 


Chapter 4 


Thorough update of all content (more than 100 new citations) 
Four new figures in total 
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* Expanded discussion of changing family relationships during adolescence 

* New figure showing what parents are likely to lie to their children about 

* Updated discussion about relationships between parents and adolescents in immigrant 
families 

* New figure illustrating the differences in adolescent relationships with their mothers versus 
fathers 

* New figure showing the correlation between an adolescent's impulsivity and aggression in 
rejecting parenting 

* Updated and refined discussion of attachment, parenting style, and adolescent autonomy 

* Updated discussion of household composition based on 2020 census data 

* Updated discussion of the effects of stress and poverty, including the economic downturn 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic 

* Updated data related to homelessness among the LGBTQ, Black, and Latinx adolescents 


Chapter 5 


* Thorough update of all content (more than 80 new citations) 

* Four new figures in total 

* Population trend data updated to reflect the 2020 census 

* Updated *Making the Cultural Connection" box about values in different parts of the world 

* New figure showing correlation between popularity and peer satisfaction 

* New discussion of victimization and depression 

* Updated discussion of bullying and victimization, including a new figure showing global 
trends in adolescent suicide 

* New figure showing the different ways adolescents deal with cyberbullying 


Chapter 6 


* Thorough update of all content (more than 30 new citations) 

* Four new and two revised figures in total 

* Population trend data updated to reflect the 2020 census 

* Updated *Making the Cultural Connection" box about values in different parts of the world 

* New content about the impact of remote schooling during the COVID-19 pandemic 

* New content about the effects of the shift in focus to standardized testing in schools 

* Updated data about the achievement gap among students of different ethnic backgrounds 

* New content about school inequality and school size 

Updated content about ADHD, including a figure illustrating gender differences in diagnoses 

* Updated research about the connection between school diversity on mental health 
Updated research about school climate, cognitive performance, and striving students, 

including a new figure 

* New figure about school discipline and student trust and engagement 

* Updated content about the prevalence of the bullying of LGBTQ teenagers 


* New figure illustrating the prevalence of boredom in school 


Chapter 7 


* Thorough update of all content (more than 80 new citations) 

* Five new figures in total 

* Updated content about adolescent free time 

* New “Making the Cultural Connection” box about student employment 

* New figure about participation in extracurricular activities 

* Updated discussion of media saturation and sources 

* New figure about the topics teenagers text about 

* Updated discussion of media exposure 

* New figure illustrating the connection between screen time and adolescent depression 
Updated data on the impact of violent video games and adolescent aggression 
Updated discussion of social media's impact and use among adolescents 

* Revised subsection on Internet addiction 
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New figure about sexting among contemporary teenagers 
New figure about victimization on social media 


Chapter 8 


Thorough update of all content (more than 100 new citations) 

Four new figures in total 

Updated discussion of self-concept 

Expanded discussion of dimensions of personality in adolescence, including a new figure 
Updated discussion of self-esteem in adolescence 

Updated discussion of the social context of identity development 

Expanded discussion of ethnic identity, including a new figure and text on multiethnic 
adolescents 

Revised discussion of discrimination 

New discussion of gender identity, including a section on terminology and a new figure 
about gender identity and sexual orientation 

Expanded section on transgender adolescents 

Revised discussion of gender-role socialization, including a new figure 


Chapter 9 


Thorough update of all content (more than 80 new citations) 

Six new figures in total 

Revised discussion of parenting and emotional autonomy, including a new figure 

Updated discussion of parental and peer influence, including a new figure 

New research on the role of peer influence on adolescent compliance with social-distancing 
guidelines during the COVID-19 pandemic, including a new figure 

Updated discussion of prosocial reasoning and behavior 

New figure about relationship between socioeconomic status and adolescent views of 
American society 

Expanded discussion of adolescent political thinking, including a new figure 

Expanded discussion of adolescent religious involvement, including two new figures 


Chapter 10 


Thorough update of all content (more than 30 new citations) 

Three new and one revised figure in total 

Updated discussion of changes in the nature of friendship 

Updated discussion of loneliness in adolescence, including a new figure 

Updated discussion of targets of intimacy, low-income youth, and youth programs 
Revised discussion of the role of context in intimacy 

Updated discussion of LGBTQ intimate relationships, including a new figure 
Updated discussion of violence in romantic relationships, including a new figure 


Chapter 11 


Thorough update of all content (more than 60 new citations) 

Four new and two revised figures in total 

Updated data related to sexual intercourse, based on 2020 CDC research 

Revised discussion of changes in sexual activity over time, using updated CDC data as a 
foundation 

Updated discussion of the relationship between sex and drugs 

Revised discussion of parent-adolescent communication 

Expanded discussion of the influence of peers on sexual activity 

Updated discussion of the meaning of sex, including a new figure 

Expanded and heavily revised discussion of same-sex attraction, including a new figure 
Updated discussion of the harassment of sexual minority youth 

Updated discussion of AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases 

Updated discussion of teenage pregnancy and abortion, including two new figures 
Expanded and updated discussion of teenage pregnancy and motherhood 
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Chapter 12 


* Thorough update of all content (more than 30 new citations) 

* One new and two new revised figures and one new table in total 

* Updated discussion of fear of failure and the Yerkes-Dodson law, including a new figure 
* Revised discussion of stereotype threat 

* Updated discussion of the transition to high school 

* Updated discussion of environmental influences on achievement 

* Updated discussion of socioeconomic status on educational achievement 

* Revised and updated discussion of ethnicity and achievement 

* Updated discussion in educational achievement changes and discrepancies, including across 
races and ethnicities 

* Updated discussion of the correlates of dropping out of high school 


Chapter 13 


* Thorough update of all content (more than 90 new citations) 

* Six new figures in total 

* Updated discussion of substance abuse and a new figure 

* Updated discussion of ethnic trends and risk factors of drug use 

* Updated data related to crime rates and juvenile offenders, including a new figure 

* Revised and updated discussion of changes in juvenile offending over time, including trends 
in gender differences 

* Updated discussion of antisocial adolescents 

* Revised and expanded discussion of internalizing problems, including a new figure 

* New figure illustrating rates of depression among American adolescents 

* New figure illustrating sex differences in rates of depression that emerges in adolescence 
and disappears in early adulthood 

* Updated discussion of risk factors for suicide, including a new figure illustrating the connec- 
tion between suicide and the menstrual cycle 

* Updated discussion about suicide contagion 


Online Instructor Resources 


The resources listed here accompany the Thirteenth Edition of Adolescence. Please contact your 
McGraw Hill representative for details concerning the availability of these and other valuable 
materials that can help you design and enhance your course. 


Instructor's Manual Broken down by chapter, the Instructor's Manual includes chapter out- 
lines, suggested lecture topics, classroom activities and demonstrations, suggested student 
research projects, essay questions, and critical thinking questions. 


Test Bank and Test Builder Organized by chapter, the questions are designed to test factual, 
conceptual, and applied understanding; all test questions are available within Test Builder. 
Available within Connect, Test Builder is a cloud-based tool that enables instructors to format 
tests that can be printed, administered within a learning management system, or exported as a 
Word document of the test bank. Test Builder offers a modern, streamlined interface for easy 
content configuration that matches course needs, without requiring a download. 


Test Builder allows you to: 


* access all test bank content from a particular title. 

* easily pinpoint the most relevant content through robust filtering options. 
* manipulate the order of questions or scramble questions and/or answers. 
* pin questions to a specific location within a test. 

* determine your preferred treatment of algorithmic questions. 

* choose the layout and spacing. 

* add instructions and configure default settings. 


Test Builder provides a secure interface for better protection of content and allows for just-in- 
time updates to flow directly into assessments. 


PowerPoint Presentations The PowerPoint presentations, available in both dynamic, lecture-ready 
and accessible, WCAG-compliant versions, highlight the key points of the chapter and include 
supporting visuals. All of the slides can be modified to meet individual needs. 


Remote Proctoring and Browser-Locking Capabilities Remote proctoring and browser-locking 
capabilities, hosted by Proctorio within Connect, provide control of the assessment environment 
by enabling security options and verifying the identity of the student. Seamlessly integrated within 
Connect, these services allow instructors to control students’ assessment experience by restricting 
browser activity, recording students’ activity, and verifying students are doing their own work. 
Instant and detailed reporting gives instructors an at-a-glance view of potential academic integrity 
concerns, thereby avoiding personal bias and supporting evidence-based claims. 
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Introduction 


During the early months of 2020, the rapid and 
frightening spread of the virus that causes COVID-19 cre- 
ated one of the most serious public health and economic 
crises the world has ever seen. One of the most difficult 
challenges faced by countries with a high incidence of 
infection, such as the United States, was how to safely pro- 
vide education to millions of elementary, secondary, and 
college students. Experts worried about the spread of the 
virus not only among students but also between students 
and others with whom they come into contact—teachers, 
parents, and other adults in the community. 

As an expert on adolescent development, | was 
asked frequently about the potential impact of the pan- 
demic on adolescents. There were so many issues to con- 
template: whether it was safe to return to school, whether 
students could learn just as effectively through remote 
instruction as in in-person classes, whether college under- 
graduates who returned to campus were capable of adher- 
ing to their schools' guidelines for safe behavior, whether 
the increased use of social media was likely to hurt teenag- 
ers’ social development, and, of course, how to help ado- 
escents protect their mental health during this difficult time. 
Fortunately, today's scientists can do much more than 
make educated guesses. Over the past three decades, 
there's been enormous growth in the science of adoles- 
cence, so when experts are asked these sorts of ques- 
tions, we have plenty of research to draw on—research on 
adolescent decision making, on the impact of social media 
on teenagers' psychological development, on instructional 


In the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, many college 
undergraduates ignored public health experts who cautioned 
against large group gatherings. Mike Stocker/Sun Sentinel/Tribune 
News Service/Getty Images 


It turned out that my two-week estimate was overly opti- 
mistic. As soon as colleges reopened, students started 


partying. Within one week of reopening, universities all 
over the country began reversing course, closing dorms, 
sending students home, resuming online instruction, and 
disrupting the plans of thousands of students. By late 
August, before very many students had returned to cam- 
pus, there already were more than 25,000 confirmed 
cases of COVID-19 on college and university campuses 


technology, on factors that make some young people mor 
vulnerable to depression than others. 

Research on adolescent risk taking has been especially 
relevant to discussions about whether it was safe for cam- 
puses to reopen. Personally, | was pessimistic about many 
of the plans colleges and universities had proposed. In an 
op-ed | published in The New York Times, | wrote that stu- 
dents might be able to comply with social distancing guide- 
lines for awhile, but not for more than two weeks or so, and 
that once they started socializing with each other, the virus 
would spread rapidly (Steinberg, 2020). 


across the United States. By late October, there wer 
nearly 220,000 (New York Times, 2020). 

No one familiar with research on adolescent risk taking 
would have been surprised by this. Dozens of studies have 
shown that risk taking is more common during the late 
teens and early 20s than at any other age, not just in the 
United States, but around the world (Duell et al., 
2018). Had university administrators looked to the science 
of adolescence for guidance, they might have decided to 
do things differently. 


The Boundaries 
of Adolescence 


The word adolescence is derived 
from the Latin adolescere, which 
means *to grow into adulthood" 


adolescence 

The stage of development that 
begins with puberty and ends 
when individuals make the 
transition into adult roles, 
roughly speaking, from about 
age 10 until the early 20s. 


(Lerner & Steinberg, 2009). f) 


forthe future ( Larson, Wilson, & Rickman, 2009; Schle- 


gel. 2009), Adolescence is a period of transitions: biologi- 


uring adolescence, 
individuals become interested in sex and biologically capa- 
ble of having children. They become wiser, more sophisti- 
cated, and better able to make their own decisions. They 


become more self-aware, more independent, and more 
concerned about what the future holds. Think for a 
moment about how much you changed between when you 
finished elementary school and when you graduated from 
high school. Im sure you'll agree that the changes you 
went through were remarkable. 


making the practical 
connection 


Studies of adolescent brain development hav 
that the brain continues to mature well into the mid-20s. 
This research was used in several U.S. Supreme Court 
cases in which the court ruled that adolescents should 
not be punished as severely as adults, even when they 
have been convicted of the same crimes. But some 
advocates for youth have worried that this same research 
can be used to limit wha nagers are allowed to do, 
such as drive or seek an abortion without their parents' 
knowledge. How would you respond to someone who, on 
the basis of this research, says that if adolescents are too 
young to be punished like adults, they are too young to 
be treated like adults in other ways as well? 


revealed 


As you can see in Table L1, there are a variety of 
boundaries we might draw between childhood and ado- 
lescence, and between adolescence and adulthood. A 
biologist would place a great deal of emphasis on the 
attainment and completion of puberty, but an attorney 
would look instead at important age breaks designated by 
law, and an educator might draw attention to differences 
between students enrolled in different grades in school. Is 
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a biologically mature fifth-grader an adolescent or a 
child? Is a 20-year-old college student who lives at home 
an adolescent or an adult? There are no right or wrong 
answers to these questions. Determining the beginning 
and ending of adolescence is more a matter of opinion 
than of absolute fact. 

We can think of development during adolescence as 
involving a series of transitions from immaturity into 
maturity (Howard & Galambos, 2011; Trejos-Castillo & 
Vazsonyi, 2011). Some of these passages are long and 
some are short; some are smooth and others are rough. 
And not all of them occur at the same time. Consequently, 
it is quite possible—even likely-that an individual will 
mature in some respects before she matures in others. 
The various aspects of adolescence have different begin- 
nings and different endings for every individual. An indi- 
vidual can be a child in some ways, an adolescent in other 
ways, and an adult in still others. 

For the purposes of this book, we'll define adoles- 
cence as beginning with puberty and ending when indi- 
viduals make the transition into adult roles, roughly from 
age 10 until the early 20s. Although at one time “adoles- 
cence" may have been synonymous with the teenage years 
(from ages 13 to 19), the adolescent period has length- 
ened considerably in the past 100 years, both because 
physical maturation occurs earlier and because so many 
individuals delay entering into work and marriage until 
their mid-20s (Steinberg, 2014a). 


Early, Middle, and Late Adolescence 


Today, most social scientists and practitioners view ado- 
lescence as composed of a series of phases rather than 
one single stage (Samela-Aro, 2011). The 11-year-old 


Table |1 The boundaries of adolescence. Here are some examples of the ways in which adolescence has been 
distinguished from childhood and adulthood that we examine in this book. Which boundaries make the most 


sense to you? 


Perspective When Adolescence Begins 

Biological Onset of puberty 

Emotional Beginning of detachment from parents 

Cognitive Emergence of more advanced reasoning abilities 

Interpersonal Beginning of shift in interest from parental to 
peer relations 

Social Beginning of training for adult work, family, and 
citizen roles 

Educational Entrance into junior high school 

Legal Attainment of juvenile status 


Chronological 
(e.g., 10 years) 


Cultural 
of passage 


Attainment of designated age of adolescence 


Entrance into period of training for ceremonial rite 


When Adolescence Ends 


Becoming capable of sexual reproduction 
Attaining a separate sense of identity 
Consolidation of advanced reasoning abilities 


Development of the capacity for mature 
intimacy with peers 


Full attainment of adult status and privileges 


Completion of formal schooling 
Attainment of majority status 


Attainment of designated age of adulthood 
(e.g., 21 years) 


Completion of ceremonial rite of passage 
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early adolescence 
The period spanning roughly 
ages 10 to 13, corresponding 
roughly to the junior high or 
middle school years. 


middle adolescence 

The period spanning roughly 
ages 14 to 17, corresponding 
to the high school years. 


late adolescence 

The period spanning roughly 
ages 18 to 21, corresponding 

approximately to the college 
years. 


emerging adulthood 

The period spanning 
roughly ages 18 to 25, during 
which individuals make the 


transition from adolescence 
to adulthood. 


puberty 
The biological changes of 
adolescence. 


whose time and energy is 
wrapped up in hip-hop, Tik- 
Tok, and basketball, for exam- 
ple, has little in common with 
the 21-year-old who is involved 
in a serious romance, worried 
about pressures at work, and 
looking for an affordable apart- 
ment. Social scientists who 
study adolescence differentiate 
among early adolescence 
(about ages 10 to 13), middle 
adolescence (about ages 14 
to 17), and late adolescence 
(about ages 18 to 21). 

Some writers also have sug- 
gested that a new phase of life, 
called emerging adulthood 
(Arnett, 2004), characterizes 
the early and mid-20s. However, 
despite the popularity of this 
idea in the mass media, there is 
little evidence that “emerging 
adulthood” is a universal stage 


or that the majority of young people in their mid-20s are in 
some sort of psychological or social limbo (Cóté & Bynner, 
2008; Kloep & Hendry, 2014). Indeed, what is most striking 
about the transition from adolescence to adulthood today is 
just how many different pathways there are. Some individu- 
als spend their 20s single, dependent on their parents, and 
bouncing from job to job, while others leave adolescence 
and go straight into marriage, fulltime employment, and 
economic independence (Osgood et al., 2005). 

One study of rural American youth, in which high 
school juniors were asked about their expectations for the 
future, found three distinct groups: “early starters,” 
“employment focused,” and “education focused.” “Early 
starters” expected to finish their schooling, enter the 
labor force, and live on their own immediately after high 
school; they thought they would start a family before they 
were 22. The “employment-focused” group expected to 
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finish school, start regular employment, and live on their 
own before turning 21 but did not expect to start a family 
until several years later. The “education-focused” group 
did not expect to finish their schooling until they were 22 
and did not expect to start a family until age 24 or 25 
(Beal, Crockett, & Peugh, 2016) (see Figure I.1). Clearly, 
there are multiple pathways from adolescence into 
adulthood. 


A Framework for Studying 
Adolescent Development 


This book uses a framework for studying adolescence that 
is based on a model originally suggested by John Hill 
(1983). The model has three basic components: (1) the 
fundamental changes of adolescence, (2) the contexts of 
adolescence, and (3) the psychosocial developments of 
adolescence. 


The Fundamental Changes 
of Adolescence 


What, if anything, is distinctive about adolescence as a 
period in development? This is the first component of 
Hill's framework of study, the fundamental changes of ado- 
lescence, which encompasses biological, cognitive, and 
social dimensions. According to Hill, three features of 
adolescent development give the period its special flavor 
and significance: (1) the onset of puberty (biological), 
(2) the emergence of more advanced thinking abilities 
(cognitive), and (3) the transition into new roles in soci- 
ety (social). Importantly, these three sets of changes are 
universal; virtually without exception, all adolescents in 
every society go through them. 


Biological Transitions The chief elements of the bio- 
logical changes of adolescence—which collectively are 
referred to as puberty—involve changes in the young per- 
son's physical appearance (including breast development 
in girls, the growth of facial hair in boys, and a dramatic 
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increase in height for both sexes) and the development of 
the ability to conceive children (Worthman, Dockray, & 
Marceau, 2019). We'll look at the biological changes that 
occur in early adolescence and examine how puberty 
affects the adolescent’s psychological development and 
social relationships. 


Cognitive Transitions The word cognitive refers to 
the processes that underlie how people think. Changes in 
cognitive abilities make up the second of the three funda- 
mental changes of adolescence. Compared with chil- 
dren, adolescents are much better able to think about 
hypothetical situations (that is, things that have not yet 
happened but might or things that may not happen but 
could) and about abstract concepts, such as friendship, 
democracy, or morality (Keating, 2011). As you'll read, 
groundbreaking research on brain development is begin- 
ning to shed light on the ways in which these and other 
changes in thinking during adolescence result from the 
maturation of various brain regions and systems (Spear 
& Silveri, 2016). 


making the cultural 

connection 

In contemporary industrialized society, we do not have 
formal ceremonies that designate when a person has 
become an “adult.” Do we have more informal ways to 
let individuals know when they have made the transition? 
What were the most important events in your life that 
signaled your entrance into adulthood? 


Social Transitions All societies distinguish between 
individuals who are viewed as children and those who are 
seen as ready to become adults. Our society, for example, 
distinguishes between people who are "underage," or 
minors, and people who have reached the age of majority. 
Not until adolescence are individuals permitted to drive, 
marry, and vote. Such changes in rights, privileges, and 
responsibilities constitute the third set of fundamental 
changes that occur at adolescence: social changes. In 
some cultures, the social changes of adolescence are 
marked by a formal ceremony-a rite of passage. In most 
contemporary industrialized societies, the transition is 
less clearly marked, but a change in social status is a uni- 
versal feature of adolescence (Markstrom, 2011). 


The Contexts of Adolescence 


Although all adolescents experience the biological, cogni- 
tive, and social transitions of the period, the effects of 
these changes are not uniform for all young people. 
Puberty makes some adolescents feel attractive and 
self-assured, but it makes others feel ugly and self- 
conscious. Being able to think in hypothetical terms 
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The implications of the cognitive changes of adolescence are 
far-reaching. Getty Images 


makes some teenagers thankful that they grew up with the 
parents they have, but it prompts others to run away from 
home. Reaching 18 prompts some teenagers to enlist in 
the military or apply for a marriage license, but for others, 
becoming an adult is something they'd like to delay as 
long as possible. 

If the fundamental changes of adolescence are univer- 
sal, why are their effects so varied? Why isn't everyone 
affected in the same ways by puberty, by advanced think- 
ing abilities, and by changes in legal status? The answer is 
that the psychological impact of the biological, cognitive, 
and social changes of adolescence is shaped by the envi- 
ronment in which the changes take place. In other words, 
psychological development during adolescence is a prod- 
uct of the interplay between a set of three very basic, 
universal changes and the context in which these changes 
are experienced. 

Consider, for example, two 14-year-old girls growing 
up in neighboring communities. When Mariana went 
through puberty, around age 13, her parents' first reac- 
tion was to restrict her social life. They were afraid she 
would become too involved with boys and neglect her 
schoolwork. Mariana thought her parents were being 
ridiculous. She rarely had a chance to meet anyone she 
wanted to date because all the older boys went to the high 
school across town. Even though she was in the eighth 
grade, she was still going to school with fifth-graders. 
Mariana reacted by pulling away from parents she felt 
were overprotective. 

Kayla’s adolescence was 
very different. When she had 
her first period, her parents did 
not panic about her developing 
sexuality. Instead, they took her 
aside and discussed sex and 


rite of passage 

A ceremony or ritual marking 
an individual's transition from 
one social status to another, 
especially marking the young 


persons transition to adulthood. 
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pregnancy with her. They explained how different contra- 
ceptives worked and made an appointment for Kayla to 
see a gynecologist in case she ever needed to discuss 
something with a doctor. This made perfect sense. 
Although she was still only 14, Kayla would probably 
begin dating soon because in her community, the junior 
and senior high schools had been combined into one 
large school, and the older boys frequently showed inter- 
est in the younger girls. Puberty brought Kayla closer to 
her parents, not more distant. 

Two teenage girls. Each goes through puberty, each 
grows intellectually, and each moves closer in age to 
adulthood. Yet each grows up under very different cir- 
cumstances: in different families, in different schools, 
with different groups of peers, and in different communi- 
ties. Both are adolescents, but their adolescent experi- 
ences are markedly different. And, as a result, each girl’s 
psychological development will follow a different course. 

Imagine how different your adolescence would have 
been if you had grown up a century ago and, instead of 
going to high school, had been expected to work full-time 
from the age of 15. Imagine how different it might be to 
grow up 100 years from today. And imagine how different 
adolescence is for a teenager from a very poor family than 
for one whose family is wealthy. It is impossible to gener- 
alize about the nature of adolescence without taking into 
account the surroundings and circumstances in which 
young people grow up. 

For this reason, the second component of our frame- 
work is the context of adolescence. According to the 
ecological perspective on human development, whose 
main proponent was Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979), we 
cannot understand development without examining the 
environment in which it occurs. In modern societies, 
there are four main contexts in which young people 
spend time: families, peer groups, schools, and work and 
leisure settings. 

Of course, these settings themselves are located within 
neighborhoods, which influence how they are structured 
and what takes place in them. It would be naive, for exam- 
ple, to discuss the impact that “school” has on adolescent 
development without recognizing that a school in an 
affluent suburb is likely very different from one in the 
inner city or in a remote rural area. And the community 
in which these settings are located is itself embedded in 
a broader context that is shaped by culture, geography, 
economics, and history. 

In this book, well be especially interested in the con- 
texts of adolescence in contemporary industrialized soci- 

ety and the ways in which they 


family relationships (Cox, Wang, & Gustafsson, 2011; 
Martin, Bascoe, & Davies, 2011). In addition, many 
changes in what constitutes a “family” have taken place 
over the past several decades, leading to tremendous 
diversity in family forms and household composition in 
modern society. It’s important to understand how changes 
within the family, and in the broader context of family 
life, affect young people’s psychological development. 


Peer Groups Over the past 100 years, the peer group 
has come to play an increasingly important role in the 
socialization and development of teenagers (Dijkstra & 
Veenstra, 2011). But has the rise of peer groups in con- 
temporary society been a positive or negative influence 
on young people's development? This is one of the many 
questions that has interested researchers who study the 
nature and function of adolescent peer groups and their 
effects on teenagers' psychological development. 


Schools Contemporary society depends on schools to 
occupy, socialize, and educate adolescents. But how good a 
job are schools doing? What should schools do to help pre- 
pare adolescents for adulthood? And how should schools 
for adolescents be structured (Cortina & Arel, 2011)? 


Work, Leisure, and the Mass Media Some of the 
most important influences on adolescent development 
are found outside of home and school: part-time jobs 
(Neyt et al., 2017), extracurricular activities (Farb & Mat- 
jasko, 2012), and the mass media (Brown & Bobkowski, 
2011a), including social media, which have become 
increasingly important in teenagers’ lives (Twenge et al., 
2018). To what extent do these forces influence adoles- 
cents' attitudes, beliefs, and behavior? 


affect young people's develop- 
ment. Key contexts include the 
following: 


ecological perspective 

on human development 

A perspective on development 
that emphasizes the broader 
context in which development 


Families Adolescence is a 
time of dramatic change in 


One of the most important contexts for adolescent development 
is the peer group. SW Productions/Getty Images 
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Psychosocial Development 
in Adolescence 


The third, and final, component of our framework con- 
cerns the major psychosocial developments of adolescence— 
identity, autonomy, intimacy, sexuality, and achievement—as 
well as certain psychosocial problems that may arise at this 
age. Social scientists use the word psychosocial to describe 
aspects of development that are both psychological and 
social in nature. Sexuality, for instance, is a psychosocial 
issue because it involves both psychological change (that 
is, changes in the individual’s emotions, motivations, and 
behavior) and changes in the individual’s relationships. 

Of course, it is not only during the adolescent years 
that concerns: identity, autonomy, intimacy, sexuality, 
and achievement arise, and psychological or social prob- 
lems can and do occur during all periods of life. They 
represent basic developmental challenges that we face as 
we grow and change: (1) discovering and understanding 
who we are as individuals—identity; (2) establishing a 
healthy sense of independence—autonomy; (3) forming 
close and caring relationships with others—intimacy; 
(4) expressing sexual feelings and enjoying physical con- 
tact with others—sexuality; and (5) being successful and 
competent members of society—achievement. 

Although these concerns are not unique to adoles- 
cence, development in each of these areas takes a special 
turn during this stage. Understanding how and why such 
psychosocial developments take place during adolescence 
is a major interest of scientists who study this age period. 
We know that individuals form close relationships before 
adolescence, for example, but why is it that romantic rela- 
tionships first develop during adolescence? We know that 
toddlers struggle with learning how to be independent, but 
why during adolescence do individuals need to be more 
on their own and make some decisions apart from their 
parents? We know that children fantasize about what they 
will be when they grow up, but why don’t these fantasies 
become serious concerns until adolescence? 


Identity In adolescence, a variety of important changes 
in the realm of identity occur (Harter, 2011; Thomaes, 
Poorthuis, & Nelemans, 2011). The adolescent may won- 
der, “Who am I, and what kind of life will I have?” Com- 
ing to terms with these questions may involve a period of 
experimentation—a time of trying on different personali- 
ties in an attempt to discover one’s true self. The adoles- 
cent’s quest for identity is not only a quest for a personal 
sense of self but also for recognition from others that he 
or she is a special, unique individual. Some of the most 
important changes of adolescence take place in the 
realms of identity, self-esteem, and self-conceptions. 


Autonomy Adolescents’ struggle to establish themselves 
as independent, self-governing individuals—in their own 
eyes and in the eyes of others—is a long and occasionally 
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difficult process, not only for 
young people but also for those 
around them, especially their 
parents  (Zimmer-Gembeck, 
Ducat, & Collins, 2011). Three 
aspects of autonomy are of 
special importance during ado- 
lescence: becoming less emo- 
tionally dependent on parents 
(McElhaney et al., 2009), learn- 
ing to function independently 
(Steinberg, 2014), and establish- 
ing a personal code of values and 
morals (Morris, Eisenberg, & 
Houltberg, 2011). 


Intimacy During adolescence, 
important changes take place in 
the individual’s capacity to be 
intimate with others, especially 
with peers. During adolescence, 
friendships emerge that involve 
openness, honesty, loyalty, and 
exchange of confidences, rather 
than simply a sharing of activi- 
ties and interests (Brown & 
Larson, 2009). Dating takes on 
increased importance, and as a 
consequence, so does the capac- 
ity to form romantic relation- 


psychosocial 

Referring to aspects of 
development that are both 
psychological and social in 
nature, such as developing a 
sense of identity or sexuality. 


identity 

The domain of psychosocial 
development involving self- 
conceptions, self-esteem, and 
the sense of who one is. 


autonomy 

The psychosocial domain 
concerning the development 
and expression of 
independence. 


intimacy 

The psychosocial domain 
concerning the formation, 
maintenance, and termination 
of close relationships. 


sexuality 

The psychosocial domain 
concerning the development 
and expression of sexual 
feelings. 


achievement 

The psychosocial domain 
concerning behaviors and 
feelings in evaluative situations. 


ships that are trusting and loving (Shulman, Connolly, & 


Mclssac, 2011). 


Sexuality Sexual activity usually begins during adoles- 
cence (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2011). Becoming 


Sexuality is a central psychosocial issue of adolescence. Maria 


Teijeiro/Getty Images 
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biosocial theories 

Theories of adolescence that 
emphasize the biological 
changes of the period. 
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sexual is an important aspect of 
development at this age—not 
only because it transforms rela- 
tionships between adolescents 
and their peers but also because 
it raises many difficult questions for the young person. 
These concerns include incorporating sexuality into a 
still-developing sense of self, understanding one’s sexual 
orientation, resolving questions about sexual values and 
morals, and coming to terms with the sorts of relationships 
the adolescent is prepared—or not prepared—to enter. 


Achievement Adolescence is a time of important 
changes in individuals’ educational and vocational behav- 
ior and plans. Crucial decisions—many with long-term 
consequences—about schooling and careers are made 
during adolescence. Many of these decisions depend on 
adolescents’ achievement in school, on their evaluations 
of their own competencies and capabilities, on their aspi- 
rations and expectations for the future, and on the direc- 
tion and advice they receive from parents, teachers, and 
friends (Wigfield, Ho, & Mason-Singh, 2011). 


Psychosocial Problems Although most adolescents 
move through the period without experiencing major psy- 
chological upheaval, this stage of life is the most common 
time for the first appearance of serious psychological dif- 
ficulties (Kessler et al., 2005; Olfson, Druss, & Marcus, 
2015). Three sets of problems are often associated with 
adolescence: drug and alcohol use and abuse (Chassin, 
Hussong, & Beltran, 2009), delinquency and other “exter- 
nalizing problems” (Farrington, 2009), and depression 
and other “internalizing problems” (Graber & Sontag, 
2009). In each case, we examine the prevalence of the 
problem, the factors believed to contribute to its develop- 
ment, and approaches to prevention and intervention. 


Theoretical Perspectives 
on Adolescence 


The study of adolescence is based not just on empirical 
research but also on theories of development (Newman & 
Newman, 2011). You will read more about different theo- 
ries of adolescence throughout this book, but, for now, 
let’s look briefly at the major ones. 


It’s useful to organize theoretical perspectives on ado- 
lescence around a question that has long dominated dis- 
cussions of human development more generally: How 
much is due to “nature,” or biology, and how much is due 
to “nurture,” or the environment? Some theories of 
adolescence emphasize biology, others emphasize the 
environment, and still others fall somewhere between the 
two extremes (see Figure I.2). We'll begin with a look at 
the most extreme biological perspectives and work our 
way across a continuum toward the other extreme— 
perspectives that stress the role of the environment. 


Biosocial Theories 


The fact that biological change during adolescence is 
noteworthy is not a matter of dispute—how could it be, 
when puberty is such an obvious part of adolescence? But 
experts on adolescence disagree about just how import- 
ant this biological change is in defining the psychosocial 
issues of the period. Theorists who have taken a biologi- 
cal or, more accurately, “biosocial,” view of adolescence 
stress the hormonal and physical changes of puberty as 
driving forces. This places biosocial theories far at the 
biological end of the theoretical-perspective continuum. 
The most important biosocial theorist was G. Stanley 
Hall (1904), considered the "father" of the scientific 
study of adolescence. 


Hall’s Theory of Recapitulation G. Stanley Hall, 
who was very much influenced by Charles Darwin, the 
author of the theory of evolution, believed that the devel- 
opment of the individual paralleled the development of 
the human species. Infancy, in his view, was equivalent to 
the time during our evolution when we were more like 
animals than humans. Adolescence, in contrast, was seen 
as a transitional and turbulent time that paralleled the 
evolution of our species from primitive “savages” into civ- 
ilized adults. For Hall, the development of the individual 
through these stages was determined primarily by 
instinct-by biological and genetic forces within the 
person—and hardly influenced by the environment. 

The most important legacy of Hall's view of adoles- 
cence is the belief that the adolescence is inevitably a 
period of "storm and stress." He believed that the hor- 
monal changes of puberty cause upheaval, both for the 
individual and for those around him or her. Because this 


Theoretical Perspectives on Adolescence 


Biosocial Organismic 
(e.g., Hall, Dual Systems) (e.g., Piaget, Erikson) 


Learning 
(e.g., Bandura) 


Sociological Historical/Anthropological 
(e.g., Mannheim, Lewin) (e.g., Benedict) 


Figurel.2 Theories of adolescence range from the extremely biological, such as that of G. Stanley Hall, to the 


extremely environmental, such as that of Ruth Benedict. 


turbulence is biologically determined, it is unavoidable. 
The best that society can do is to find ways of managing 
the young person whose “raging hormones” invariably 
cause difficulties. 

Although scientists no longer believe that adolescence 
is inherently problematic or that pubertal hormones 
themselves cause emotional problems, much contempo- 
rary work continues to emphasize the role that biological 
factors play in shaping the adolescent experience. More 
than 100 years ago, in fact, Hall speculated about brain 
maturation, hormonal influences on behavior, and 
changes in patterns of sleep during adolescence—all very 
hot topics in the study of adolescence today (Dahl & 
Hariri, 2005). Current work in the biosocial tradition, 
influenced by Hall and his followers as well, also explores 
the genetic bases of individual differences in adolescence 
and the evolutionary bases of adolescent behavior (Hol- 
lenstein & Lougheed, 2013). Support for the biosocial 
perspective is also found in many studies of “adolescence” 
in other species, which have revealed striking similarities 
between juvenile animals and their human counterparts 
(Sisk & Romeo, 2019). 


Dual Systems Theories Recent advances in brain 
science have given rise to an alternative biosocial account 
of adolescent development, one that stresses changes in 
the anatomy and activity of the brain. Among the most 
prominent of these theories are so-called “dual systems” 
or “maturational imbalance” theories, which stress 
the simultaneous development of two different brain 
systems—one that governs the ways in which the brain 
processes rewards, punishments, and social and emo- 
tional information, and another that regulates self-control 
and advanced thinking abilities, such as planning or logi- 
cal reasoning (Shulman et al., 2016). The arousal of this 
first system takes place early in adolescence, while the 
second system is still maturing. This creates a matura- 
tional imbalance (Casey, Jones, & Somerville, 2011), 
which has been compared to starting a car without having 
a good braking system in place. The main challenge of 
adolescence, according to this view, is to develop better 
self-regulation, so that this imbalance doesn’t create prob- 
lems (Steinberg, 2014a). 


Organismic Theories 


Our next stop on the continuum is what are called organ- 
ismic theorists. Like biosocial theorists, organismic theo- 
rists recognize the importance of the biological changes 
of adolescence. But unlike their biosocial counterparts, 
organismic theories also take into account the ways in 
which contextual forces interact with and modify these 
biological forces. For example, all adolescents experi- 
ence the biological changes of puberty, but how they are 
affected by them can be influenced by how their parents 
and peers respond. 
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If you have had previous coursework in developmental 
psychology, you have undoubtedly encountered the major 
organismic theorists. Three of these theorists, in particu- 
lar, have had a great influence on the study of adoles- 
cence: Sigmund Freud (1938), Erik Erikson (1968), and 
Jean Piaget (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958). Although these 
theorists share in common an organismic orientation, the 
theories they developed emphasize different aspects of 
individual growth and development. 


Freudian Theory For Freud, development was best 
understood in terms of the psychosexual conflicts 
that arise at different points in development. Like Hall, 
Freud saw adolescence as a time of upheaval. According 
to Freud, puberty temporarily throws the adolescent 
into a period of psychological crisis by reviving old 
conflicts over uncomfortable sexual urges that had been 
buried in the unconscious (including feelings toward 
one's parents). 

Freud actually had very little to say specifically about 
adolescence. But his daughter, Anna Freud (1958), 
extended much of her father's thinking to the study of 
development during the second decade of life, emphasiz- 
ing the need for adolescents to break away, or “detach,” 
from their parents in order to develop normally. 


Eriksonian Theory Erik Erikson, whose work built on 
Freud's, also believed that internal, biological develop- 
ments moved the individual from one developmental 
stage to the next. But unlike Freud, Erikson stressed the 
psychosocial, rather than the psychosexual, conflicts 
faced by the individual at each point in time. Erikson 
proposed eight stages in psychosocial development, each 
characterized by a specific "crisis" that arises at that 
point in development because of the interplay between 
the internal forces of biology and the demands of society. 
In Erikson's theory, development in adolescence revolves 
around the identity crisis. According to Erikson, the chal- 
lenge of adolescence is to resolve the identity crisis and to 
emerge with a coherent sense of who one is and where 
one is headed. 


Piagetian Theory For Jean Piaget, development was 
best understood by examining changes in the nature of 
thinking. Piaget believed that, as children mature, they 
pass through distinct stages of cognitive development. 

In Piaget's theory, adolescence marks the transition 
from concrete to abstract thought. Adolescence is the 
period in which individuals 
become capable of thinking in 
hypothetical terms, a develop- 
ment that permits a broad 
expansion of logical capabili- 
ties. The development of 
abstract thinking in adoles- 
cence is influenced both by the 


organismic theories 
Theories of adolescence that 
emphasize the interaction 
between the biological 
changes of the period and 
the contexts in which they 
take place. 
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learning theories 

Theories of adolescence that 
emphasize the ways in which 
patterns of behavior are 
acquired through reinforcement 
and punishment or through 
observation and imitation. 


sociological theories 
Theories of adolescence that 
emphasize the ways in which 
adolescents, as a group, are 
treated by society. 


internal biological changes of 
the developmental period and 
by changes in the intellectual 
environment encountered by 
the individual. 


Learning Theories 


At the center of the theoretical 
continuum, between the extreme 
biological views and extreme 


environmental ones, are learning 
theories. Whereas organismic theorists emphasize the 
interaction between biological change and environmental 
demands, learning theorists stress the context in which 
behavior takes place. The capacity of the individual to 
learn from experience is assumed to be a biological given— 
one that is in place long before adolescence. Learning 
theorists who study adolescence are interested in the 
content of what is learned. 

Learning theorists have little to say specifically about 
adolescence as a developmental period because they 
assume that the basic processes of human behavior are 
the same during adolescence as during other periods of 
the life span. But learning theorists have been extremely 
influential in the study of adolescent development 
because they have helped us understand how the specific 
environment in which an adolescent lives shapes his or 
her behavior. There are two general categories of learning 
theorists: behaviorists and social learning theorists. 


Behaviorism Behaviorists emphasize the processes of 
reinforcement and punishment as the main influences on 
adolescent behavior. The main proponent of this view 
was B. F. Skinner (1953), whose theory of operant condi- 
tioning has had a tremendous impact on the entire field 
of psychology. Within this framework, reinforcement is 
the process through which a behavior is made more likely 
to occur again, whereas punishment is the process 
through which a behavior is made less likely to occur 
again. Adolescents’ behavior is nothing more or less than 
the product of the various reinforcements and punish- 
ments they’ve been exposed to. An adolescent who strives 
to do well in school, for example, does so because in the 
past she or he has been reinforced for this behavior or has 
been punished for not behaving this way. Similarly, a teen- 
ager who continues to experiment with risky behavior is 
being reinforced for this sort of activity or punished for 
being especially cautious. 


Social Learning Theory Social learning theorists, 
such as Albert Bandura (Bandura & Walters, 1959), also 
emphasize the ways in which adolescents learn how to 
behave, but they place more weight on the processes of 
observational learning and imitation. According to these 
theorists, adolescents learn how to behave not simply by 


being reinforced and punished by forces in the environ- 
ment but also by watching and modeling those around 
them. Social learning approaches to adolescence have 
been very influential in explaining how adolescents learn 
by watching the behavior of others, especially parents, 
peers, and figures in the mass media, such as celebrities. 
From this vantage point, an adolescent who strives to do 
well in school or who takes a lot of risks is probably imi- 
tating family members, friends, or celebrities portrayed in 
the mass media. 


Sociological Theories 


The emphasis of biosocial, organismic, and learning the- 
ories is mainly on forces within an individual, or within 
that individual’s environment, that shape development 
and behavior. In contrast, sociological theories of adoles- 
cence attempt to understand how adolescents, as a group, 
come of age in society. Instead of emphasizing differences 
among individuals in their biological makeups or their 
experiences in the world, sociological theorists focus on 
the factors that all adolescents or groups of adolescents 
have in common by virtue of their age. Two themes have 
dominated these discussions: adolescent marginality and 
intergenerational conflict. 


Adolescent Marginality There is a vast difference in 
power between the adult and the adolescent generations, 
which may leave young people feeling marginalized, or 
insignificant. Two important thinkers in this vein are Kurt 
Lewin (1951) and Edgar Friedenberg (1959). Contempo- 
rary applications of this viewpoint stress the fact that 
because adolescents are often prohibited from occupying 
meaningful roles in society, young people often become 
frustrated and restless. Some writers have claimed that 
many of the problems we associate with adolescence have 
been created, in part, by the way in which we have struc- 
tured the adolescent experience, treating adolescents as if 
they are more immature than they actually are and isolat- 
ing them from adults (Epstein, 2007). 


Intergenerational Conflict The other theme in socio- 
logical theories of adolescence concerns conflict between 
the generations. Theorists such as Karl Mannheim (1952) 
and James Coleman (1961) stressed the fact that adoles- 
cents and adults grow up under different social circum- 
stances and therefore develop different sets of attitudes, 
values, and beliefs. As a consequence, there is inevitable 
tension between the adolescent and the adult generations. 
For example, adults often criticize Millennials (people 
born between 1982 and 2004) for being spoiled and lazy, 
and for taking too long to become adults. But many 
Millennials are taking longer to become adults simply 
because they face many more financial challenges than 
their parents’ generation did. As the title of one article 
put it, “Millennials Are Screwed” (Hobbes, 2017). 


Historical and Anthropological 
Perspectives 


Historians and anthropologists who study adolescence 
share with sociologists an interest in the broader context 
in which young people come of age. Historical perspec- 
tives, such as those offered by Glen Elder (1980), Joseph 
Kett (1977), and Thomas Hine (1999), stress that adoles- 
cence as a developmental period has varied considerably 
from one historical era to another. As a consequence, it is 
impossible to generalize about such issues as the degree 
to which adolescence is stressful, the developmental tasks 
of the period, or the nature of intergenerational relations. 
Historians would say that these issues all depend on the 
social, political, and economic forces present at a given 
time. Even something as basic to our view of adolescence 
as the “identity crisis,” they say, is a social invention that 
arose because of industrialization and the prolongation of 
schooling. Prior to the Industrial Revolution, when most 
adolescents followed in their parents’ occupation, people 
didn’t have “crises” over who they were or what they were 
going to do in life. 


Adolescence as an Invention One group of theo- 
rists has taken this viewpoint to its extreme, arguing that 
adolescence is entirely a social invention (Bakan, 1972). 
They believe that the way in which we divide the life cycle 
into stages—drawing a boundary between childhood and 
adolescence, for example—is nothing more than a reflec- 
tion of the political, economic, and social circumstances 
in which we live. They point out that, although puberty 
has always been a feature of adolescent development, it 
was not until the rise of compulsory education that we 
began treating young people as a special and distinct 
group. In other words, social conditions, not biological 
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One response to adolescents' feelings of marginalization is 
political protest. LeoPatrizi/Getty Images 
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givens, define the nature of adolescent development. We 
noted earlier that contemporary writers debate whether a 
new phase of life, *emerging adulthood," actually exists. 
Writers who believe that different stages of life are social 
inventions would say that if emerging adulthood has 
become a stage in development, it only has because soci- 
ety has made it so, not because people have really changed 
in any fundamental way. 


Anthropological Perspectives 

A similar theme is echoed by anthropologists who study 
adolescence, the most important of whom were Ruth 
Benedict (1934) and Margaret Mead (1928/1978). Bene- 
dict and Mead pointed out that societies vary consider- 
ably in the ways in which they view and structure 
adolescence. As a consequence, these thinkers viewed 
adolescence as a culturally defined experience—stressful 
and difficult in societies that saw it this way, but calm and 
peaceful in societies that had an alternative vision. Bene- 
dict, in particular, drew a distinction between nonindus- 
trialized societies, where the transition from adolescence 
to adulthood is generally gradual and peaceful, and mod- 
ern industrialized societies, where transition to adulthood 
making the scientific 


is abrupt and difficult. 

connection D 
Some writers have argued that the stage of life we call 
adolescence is a social invention. What do they mean 

by this? Could you say this about other periods of 


development? Is infancy a social invention? Is middle 
age? What about “emerging adulthood”? 


Stereotypes Versus 
Scientific Study 


One of the oldest debates in the study of adolescence is 
whether adolescence is an inherently stressful time for 
individuals. As we noted earlier, G. Stanley Hall, who is 
generally acknowledged as the father of the modern study 
of adolescence, likened adolescence to the turbulent, 
transitional period in the evolution of the human species 
from savagery into civilization. 

This portrayal of teenagers as passionate, troubled, 
and unpredictable persists today. One 12-year-old girl I 
was counseling told me that her mother had been telling 
her that she would go through a difficult time when she 
turned 14—as if some magical, internal alarm clock was 
set to trigger storm and stress on schedule. 

The girl’s mother wasn’t alone in her view of adoles- 
cence. Sometime this week, pay attention to how teenag- 
ers are depicted in popular media. If they are not 
portrayed as troublemakers—the usual role in which they 
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are cast—adolescents are sex-crazed idiots (if they are 
male), giggling fools or “mean girls” (if they are female), 
or tormented lost souls, searching for their place in a 
strange, cruel world (if they aren’t delinquent, sex-crazed, 
giggling, or gossiping). It’s not only fictionalized portray- 
als of teenagers that are stereotyped. Scholars, too, have 
been influenced by this viewpoint; a disproportionate 
number of scientific studies of adolescents have focused 
on young people’s problems rather than their normative 
development (Steinberg, 2014a). 

Stereotypes of adolescents as troubling and troubled 
have important implications for how teenagers are treated 
by parents, teachers, and other adults. Parent-teenager 
relations, especially, are influenced by the expectations 
they have about each other. For example, one study found 
that when mothers believed that their teenagers were 
likely to use alcohol, this actually led to increases in their 
child’s drinking (Madon et al., 2006). Similarly, snooping 
on teenagers leads them to become more secretive, which 
is likely to prompt parents to snoop even more (Hawk 
et al., 2013). Teenagers themselves are affected by the 
stereotypes they hold about the period; middle school 
students who believe that adolescence is a time of irre- 
sponsibility actually engage in more risk taking in high 
school than their peers (Qu et al., 2018). One study of 
Chinese seventh-graders found that those who believed 
that adolescents were emotional and impulsive were more 
likely to develop problems in self-control 1 year later 
(Qu et al., 2020), 

Fortunately, the tremendous growth of the scientific 
literature on adolescence over the past four decades has 
led to more accurate views of normal adolescence among 
practitioners who work with young people, although a 
trip to the “Parenting” section of your local bookstore 
will quickly reveal that the storm-and-stress stereotype is 
still alive and well, where most books are “survival guides” 
(Steinberg, 2014a). Today, most experts do not dismiss 
the storm-and-stress viewpoint as entirely incorrect but 


see the difficulties that some adolescents have as due 
largely to the context within which they grow up. 


coe d v— ` 
connection 


If someone were to make generalizations about the 
nature of adolescence by analyzing your experiences as 
a teenager, how would the period be portrayed? 


Adolescence, like any other developmental stage, has 
both positive and negative elements (Siegel & Scovill, 
2000). Young people’s willingness to challenge authority, 
for instance, is both refreshing (when we agree with 
them) and annoying (when we do not). Their propensity 
to take risks is both admirable and frightening. Their 
energy and exuberance is both exciting and unsettling. 

One of the goals of this book is to provide you with a 
more realistic understanding of adolescent development 
in contemporary society—an understanding that reflects 
the best and most up-to-date scientific research. As you 
read the material, think about your personal experiences 
as an adolescent, but try to look beyond them and be 
willing to question the “truths” about teenagers that you 
have grown accustomed to over the years. This does not 
mean that your experiences weren’t valid or that your rec- 
ollections inaccurate. (In fact, studies show that we 
remember things that happen during adolescence more 
vividly than any other time [Steinberg, 2014a].) But 
remember that your experiences as a teenager were the 
product of a unique set of forces that have made you who 
you are today. The person who sits next to you in class—or 
the person who right now, in some distant region of the 
world, is thinking back to his or her adolescence—was 
probably exposed to different forces than you were and 
probably had a different set of adolescent experiences as 
a consequence. 
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PART 1 The Fundamental Changes of Adolescence 


Not all adolescents experience identity crises, 
rebel against their parents, or fall madly in love, but virtually 
all go through puberty, the biological changes that change 
our appearance and ultimately make us capable of sexual 
reproduction. 

Physical development is influenced by a host of environ- 
mental factors, and the timing and rate of pubertal growth 


vary across regions of the world, socioeconomic classes, 
ethnic groups, and historical eras. Today, in contemporary 
America, the average girl has her first period at about age 
12. At the turn of the 20th century, she was around 1412. 
Physical and sexual maturation profoundly affect the 


ways in which adolescents view themselves and are 
viewed and treated by others. But the social 
exerts a tremendous impact on the psychological and 


nvironment 


social consequences of going through puberty (Worthman, 
Dockray, & Marceau, 2019). In some traditional societies, 
pubertal maturation brings with it a series of public initia- 
tion rites that mark the passage of the young person into 


adulthood, socially as well as physically. 


In other societies, recognition of the physical transfor- 
mation from child into adult takes more subtle forms. Par- 
ents may merely remark, "Our little boy has become a man,” 
when they discover that he needs to shave, or "Our little girl 
has grown up,” when they learn that she has gotten her first 
period. Early or late maturation may be cause for celebra- 
tion or cause for concern, depending on what is admired or 


made fun of in a given peer group at a given point in time. 
The fifth-grader who is developing breasts might be embar- 
assed, but the ninth-grader who has not developed breasts 
might be equally self-conscious. 


In sum, even the most universal aspect of adolescence— 
puberty—is hardly universal in its impact on the young per- 
son. In this chapter, we examine just how and why the 


environment in which adolescents develop exerts its influ- 
ence even on something as fundamental as puberty. As 
you will learn, the adolescent’s social environment even 
affects the age at which puberty begins. 


Puberty: An Overview 


Technicallyfpuberty refers to the period during which an indi- 
‘vidual becomes capable of sexual reproduction. More broadly, 


however, puberty encompasses all the physical changes that 
occur in adolescents as they pass from childhood into adult- 
hood (Worthman, Dockray, & Marceau, 2019). 


Puberty has four chief physical manifestations: 


1. A rapid acceleration in growth, resulting in dramatic 
increases in height and weight. 


endocrine system 

The system of the body that 
produces, circulates, and 
regulates hormones. 


hormones 

Highly specialized substances 
secreted by one or more 
endocrine glands. 


glands 

Organs that stimulate 
particular parts of the body 
to respond in specific ways 
to particular hormones. 


gonadotropin-releasing 
hormone (GnRH) neurons 
Specialized neurons that are 
activated by certain pubertal 
hormones. 


2. The development of primary. 
sex characteristics, including 
the further development of 
the gonads (sex glands), 
which results in a series of 
hormonal changes. 


3. The development of second- 


including changes in the 
genitals and breasts, and 
the growth of pubic, facial, 
and body hair. 


4. Changes in the brain's anat 
'omy and activity as a result 
of hormonal influences. 


Each of these sets of changes 
is the result of developments in 
the endocrine and central ner- 
vous systems, many of which 


begin years before the signs of puberty are evident-some 
actually occur at conception (Dorn et al., 2019). No new 
hormones are produced at puberty. Rather, the levels of 
some hormones that have been present since before birth 
increase, whereas others decline. 


The Endocrine System 


The endocrine system produces, circulates, and regulates lev- 
els of hormones. Hormones are highly specialized sub- 
stances that are secreted by one or more endocrine glands 
and then enter the bloodstream and travel throughout the 
body. Glands are organs that stimulate particular parts of the 
body to respond in specific ways. Many of the hormones 
that play important roles at puberty carry their instructions 
by activating certain brain cells, called gonadotropin-releasing 
hormone (GnRH) neurons (Sisk & Romeo, 2019). 


The Hormonal Feedback Loop The endocrine system 
receives its instructions to increase or decrease circulating 
levels of particular hormones from the central nervous sys- 
tem, mainly through the firing of GnRH neurons (Aylwin 
et al., 2019). The system works like a thermostat. Hormonal 
levels are "set" at a certain point, which may differ depend- 
ing on the stage of development, just as you might set a 
thermostat at a certain temperature (and use different set- 
tings during different seasons or different times of the day). 
By setting your room’s heating thermostat at 60°F, you 
are instructing your heating system to go into action when 
the room becomes colder than that. Similarly, when a 


particular hormonal level in your body dips below the endo- 
crine system’s set point for that hormone, secretion of the 
hormone increases; when the level reaches the set point, 
secretion temporarily stops. And, as is the case with a ther- 
mostat, the setting level, or set point, for a particular hor- 
mone can be adjusted up or down, depending on 
environmental or internal bodily conditions. 

Such a feedback loop—the HPG axis (for hypothala- 
mus, pituitary, gonads)—becomes increasingly important 
at the onset of puberty. Long before adolescence—in fact, 
before birth—the HPG axis develops involving three struc- 
tures: the pituitary gland (which controls hormone levels 
in general), the hypothalamus (the part of the brain that 
controls the pituitary gland and where there is a concen- 
tration of GnRH neurons), and the gonads (in males, the 
testes; in females, the ovaries), which release the “sex” 
hormones—androgens and estrogens (see Figure 1.1). 

Your HPG axis is set to maintain certain levels of andro- 
gens and estrogens. When these hormone levels fall below 
their set points, the hypothalamus stops inhibiting the pitu- 
itary, permitting it to stimulate the release of sex hormones 
by the gonads. When hormone levels reach the set point, 
the hypothalamus responds by once again inhibiting the 
pituitary gland. Just as you might change the setting on your 
heating thermostat automatically every November 1, or 
when your utility bill has become too expensive, your brain 
is constantly monitoring a variety of signals and adjusting 
your hormonal set points in response. Puberty begins when 


The hypothalamus inhibits 
the pituitary gland unless 
sex hormone levels fall 
below a set point. 


The hypothalamus 
monitors levels of 
sex hormones to 

maintain the correct 
set point. 


When signalled by the 
hypothalamus, the pituitary 
gland signals the gonads to 
release more sex hormones. 


When signaled by the 
pituitary gland, the 

gonads (testes in males, 
ovaries in females) release 
sex hormones. 


Figure 1.1 
a feedback system (the HPG axis) composed of the 
hypothalamus, pituitary gland, and gonads. (Grumbach 
et al., 1974) 


Levels of sex hormones are regulated by 
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several different signals—genetic 
as well as environmental— 
instruct the brain to change the 
set point (Sisk & Romeo, 2019). 


Adrenarche Do you remem- 
ber the first time you felt sexu- 
ally attracted to someone? Most 
people report that their first sex- 
ual attraction took place before 
they went through puberty. 
These early sexual feelings may 
be stimulated by maturation of 
the adrenal glands, called 
adrenarche (Herdt & McClin- 
tock, 2000), which also contrib- 
utes to the development of body 
odor, which is a way of signaling 
the beginning of sexual matura- 
tion to others (Campbell, 2011). 

Changes at puberty in the 
brain system that regulates the 
adrenal gland are also important 
because this is the brain system 
that controls how we respond to 
stress (Kircanski et al., 2019; 
Lucas Thompson, McKernan, 
& Henry, 2018). One reason 
adolescence is a period of great 
vulnerability for the onset of 
many serious mental disorders 


is that the hormonal changes of 
(sive to stress (Burke et al., 2017; 


Monahan et al, 2016; Sisk & 
Romeo, 2019). This leads to 
excessive secretion of the stress 
hormone cortisol, a substance 
that at high and chronic levels 
can cause brain cells to die 
(Carrion & Wong, 2012). Keep 
in mind, though, that there is a 
difference between saying that 
adolescence is an inherently 
stressful time (which it is not) 
and saying that adolescence is a 
time of heightened vulnerability 
to stress (which it is). 


connection 
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set point 

A physiological level or setting 
Leg, of a specific hormone) 
that the body attempts to 
maintain through a self- 
regulating system. 


feedback loop 

A cycle through which two or 
more bodily functions respond 
to and regulate each other, 
such as that formed by the 
hypothalamus, the pituitary 
gland, and the gonads. 


pituitary gland 
One of the chief glands 


responsible for regulating 
levels of hormones in the body. 


hypothalamus 

A part of the brain that 
controls the functioning of the 
pituitary gland. 


gonads 

The glands that secrete sex 
hormones: in males, the testes; 
in females, the ovaries. 


testes 
The male gonads. 


ovaries 
The female gonads. 


androgens 

A class of sex hormones 
secreted by the gonads, found 
in both sexes but in higher 
levels among males than 
females following puberty. 


estrogens 

A class of sex hormones 
secreted by the gonads, found 
in both sexes but in higher 
levels among females than 
males following puberty. 


adrenarche 
The maturation of the adrenal 
glands that takes place during 
adolescence. 


cortisol 
A hormone produced when a 
person is exposed to stress. 


Do you remember your first feelings of sexual attraction 


for someone? How old were you? 
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What Triggers Puberty? 


Although the HPG axis is active before birth, it is rela- 
tively quiet during childhood. During middle childhood, 
the HPG axis is reawakened and signals that the body is 
ready for puberty. Some of this is caused by an internal 
clock whose “puberty alarm” is set very early in life by 
information coded in our genes (the age at which some- 
one goes through puberty is largely inherited). But some 
of the reawakening of the HPG axis at puberty is due to 
multiple signals that tell the brain it is time to start prepar- 
ing for childbearing. These signals indicate whether there 
are sexually mature mating partners in the environment, 
whether there are sufficient nutritional resources to sup- 
port a pregnancy, and whether the individual is physically 
mature and healthy enough to begin reproducing. 

The onset of puberty is stimulated by an increase in a 
brain chemical called kisspeptin (Aylwin et al., 2019) 
(so named because it was discovered in Hershey, Pennsyl- 
vania, the birthplace of chocolate kisses). The produc- 
tion of kisspeptin in the brain is affected by other 
chemicals, most importantly leptin, which stimulates it, 
and melatonin, which suppresses it. Leptin is a protein 
produced by fat cells and exists in our body in levels pro- 
portionate to our amount of body fat. It plays a critical 
role in the regulation of hunger and appetite by suppress- 
ing our desire to eat when were full. In some senses, 
leptin serves to signal the brain not just that we are full 
enough but that we are “fat enough.” Melatonin is a hor- 
mone whose levels rise and fall as a function of how light 
or dark it is, which helps regulate the sleep cycle (we'll 
discuss this later in this chapter). Our melatonin levels 
are lower when it is light and higher when it is dark. 

Your genes predispose you to go through puberty 
around a particular age (Horvath, Knopik, & Marceau, 
2020), but the more fat cells you have, and the more light 
to which you have been exposed during childhood, the 
more likely it is that you will go through puberty on the 
early side of your inherited propensity. Someone with the 
same genes but who is thin and doesn't get as much light 
exposure will go through puberty later (Aylwin et al., 
2019). This is why puberty 
starts earlier among overweight 


Early feelings of sexual attraction to others are stimulated 
by adrenarche, the maturation of the adrenal glands, which 
takes place before the outward signs of puberty are evident. 
Glow Images 


much as it is among children who live closer to the poles. 
Exposure to artificial light, especially the kind of light 
emitted from electronic gadgets, can also suppress mela- 
tonin levels and hasten puberty (Greenspan & Deardorff, 
2014). Children who spend a lot of time in front of elec- 
tronic screens may be inadvertently speeding up the onset 
of puberty. 

The reason that body fat and light exposure affect the 
timing of puberty is found in our evolutionary history. 
Humans evolved when resources were scarce, and it was 
adaptive to conceive and bear as many offspring as possi- 
ble since not all of them would survive. If the ultimate 
goal is to bear as many healthy children as possible, once 
someone has developed enough fat and senses that the 
season is right for gathering food, it is time to start matur- 
ing physically. Our genes don't know that we no longer 
live in a resource-scarce world and can store food in our 
cupboards and refrigerators so that we have plenty to eat 
in the dark of winter. Although conditions have changed, 
our brains evolve much more slowly, and the timing of 


kisspeptin 
A brain chemical believed to 


puberty is still affected by how much fat we have accumu- 


EE EE lated and how much light we've been exposed to. 


who grow up closer to the equa- 
tor (Lee et al., 2016). Obese 
children have more body fat 
and therefore produce a lot 
more leptin, which stimulates 
kisspeptin production. Chil- 
dren who live near the equator 
are exposed to relatively more 
sunlight each year, and they 
have lower melatonin levels as a 
result, so their kisspeptin pro- 
duction is not suppressed as 


trigger the onset of puberty. 


leptin 


A-protein produced bythe fat How Hormones Influence Adolescent 


Development 


cells that may play a role in the 
onset of puberty through its 
impact on kisspeptin. Most people understandably think that changes in behav- 
ior at puberty result from changes in hormones at that 
time. But this is only partially correct. 

Long before adolescence—in fact, before birth— 
hormones organize the brain in ways that may not be 
manifested in behavior until childhood or even adoles- 


cence (Sisk & Romeo, 2019). Generally, until about eight 


melatonin 

A hormone secreted by the 
brain that contributes to 
sleepiness and that triggers 
the onset of puberty through 
its impact on kisspeptin. 


Even though our dog, Benson, was neutered soon after he was 
born, he still displayed stereotypic “humping” behavior when he 
reached adolescence as a result of the impact of prenatal tes- 
tosterone on his brain. He is pictured here with his favorite 
romantic partner, Lambie. Wendy Steinberg 


weeks after conception, the human brain is “feminine” 
unless and until it is exposed to certain “masculinizing” 
hormones, such as testosterone. Because levels of testos- 
terone are higher among males than females while the 
brain is developing, males usually end up with a more 
“masculinized” brain than females. This sex difference in 
brain organization predetermines certain patterns of 
behavior, many of which may not actually appear until 
much later (Sisk & Romeo, 2019). Studies of sex differ- 
ences in aggression, for example, show that even though 
some of these differences may not appear until adoles- 
cence, they likely result from the impact of prenatal hor- 
mones, rather than from hormonal changes at puberty. 

For instance, our dog, Benson, a male who was neu- 
tered shortly after birth and therefore didn’t have testicles 
when he reached “adolescence” (which in dogs begins 
sometime between 6 months and 1 year, with smaller 
dogs maturing earlier than larger ones), still displayed 
stereotypical male “humping” behavior when he reached 
this age. This was likely due to the way his brain was pro- 
grammed by sex hormones before he was born. 

In other words, the presence or absence of certain hor- 
mones early in life “program” the brain and the central 
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nervous system to develop in certain ways and according 
to a certain timetable (Sisk & Romeo, 2019). Because we 
may not see the resulting changes in behavior until ado- 
lescence, it is easy to mistakenly conclude that the behav- 
iors result from hormonal changes that take place at the 
time of puberty. In reality, however, exposure to certain 
hormones before birth may set a sort of alarm clock that 
does not go off until adolescence. Just because the alarm 
clock rings at the same time that puberty begins does not 
mean that puberty caused the alarm to go off. 

Many changes in behavior at adolescence do occur 
because of changes in hormone levels at puberty, however 
(Schulz & Sisk, 2016). For instance, the increase in cer- 
tain hormones at puberty is thought to stimulate the 
development of secondary sex characteristics, such as the 
growth of pubic hair. There is also growing evidence that 
puberty affects the brain in ways that increase adoles- 
cents’ emotional arousal and desire for highly rewarding, 
exciting activities, which may make teenagers who are 
especially sensitive to rewards more prone to emotional 
and behavioral problems (Goddings et al., 2019; Icenogle 
et al., 2017). 

Other changes during puberty are likely caused by an 
interaction between prenatal and pubertal hormones. 
Hormones that are present prenatally may organize a cer- 
tain set of behaviors (e.g., our brains may be set up to 
have us later engage in sexual behavior), but certain 
changes in those hormones at puberty may be needed to 
activate the pattern; that is, individuals may not become 
motivated to engage in sex until puberty. 


Somatic Development 


The effects of the hormonal changes of puberty on the 
adolescent’s body are remarkable. The individual enters 
puberty looking like a child but within 4 years or so has 
the physical appearance of a young adult. During this 
relatively brief period, the average individual grows 
about 10 inches taller, matures sexually, and develops an 
adult-proportioned body. Along with many other organs, 
the brain changes in size, structure, and function at 
puberty, a series of developments well discuss in 
Chapter 2. 


The Adolescent Growth Spurt 


The simultaneous release of growth hormones, thyroid hor- 
mones, and androgens stimulates rapid acceleration in 
height and weight. This dramatic increase in stature is called 
the adolescent growth spurt. What is most incredible about 
the adolescent growth spurt is 
not so much the absolute gain of 
height and weight that typically 
occurs but the speed with which 
the increases take place. 


adolescent growth spurt 


puberty. 


The dramatic increase in height 
and weight that occurs during 
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Think for a moment of how 


epiphysis : g 

The closing of the ends of quickly very young children 
the bones, which terminates grow. At the time when the ado- 
growth after the adolescent lescent is growing most rapidly, 
growth spurt has been he or she is growing at the same 
completed. 


rate as a toddler, about 4 inches 
(10.3 centimeters) per year for 
boys and about 3.5 inches (9.0 centimeters) per year for 
girls. One marker of the conclusion of puberty is the clos- 
ing of the ends of the long bones in the body, a process 
called epiphysis, which terminates growth in height. 
Puberty is also a time of significant increase in weight— 
nearly half of one’s adult body weight is gained during 
adolescence (Susman & Dorn, 2009). 

Figure 1.2 shows just how remarkable the growth spurt 
is with respect to height. The graph on the left shows 
changes in absolute height and indicates, as you would 
expect, that the average individual grows throughout 
infancy, childhood, and adolescence. As you can see, 
there is little gain in height after age 18. But look now at 
the right-hand graph, which shows the average increase in 
height per year (i.e., the rate of change) over the same age 
span. Here you can see the acceleration in height at the 
time of peak height velocity. 

Figure 1.2 also indicates that the growth spurt occurs, 
on average, about 2 years earlier among girls than boys. 
As you can see, boys tend to be somewhat taller than 
girls before age 11, girls tend to be taller than boys between 
ages 11 and 13, and boys tend to be taller than girls from 
about age 14 on. Sex differences in height can be a concern 
for many young adolescents when they begin socializing 
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with members of the opposite sex, especially if they are tall, 
early-maturing girls or short, late-maturing boys. 

The sequence in which various parts of the body grow is 
fairly regular. Extremities—the head, hands, and feet—are the 
first to accelerate in growth. Accelerated growth occurs next 
in the arms and legs, followed by the torso and shoulders. 

Because different parts of the body do not all grow at 
the same rate or at the same time during puberty, young 
adolescents often appear to be out of proportion 
physically-as though their nose or legs were growing 
faster than the rest of them (which may actually be the 
case). This is why young adolescents often look clumsy or 
gawky. It is probably little consolation for someone going 
through the awkward phase of puberty to be told that an 
attractive balance probably will be restored within a few 
years, but, fortunately, this is what usually happens. 


Body Dissatisfaction Among Adolescent Girls. 
Sex Differences in Muscle and Fat The spurt in 
height during adolescence is accompanied by a gain in 
weight that results from an increase in both muscle and 
fat, but there are important sex differences in adolescent 
body composition. Before puberty, there are relatively few 
sex differences in muscle development and only slight sex 
differences in body fat. In both sexes, muscular develop- 
ment is rapid during puberty, but muscle tissue grows 
faster in boys than girls (Bogin, 2011). In contrast, body 
fat increases for both sexes during puberty, but more so 
for females than for males, especially during the years just 
before puberty. (For boys, there is actually a slight decline 
in body fat just before puberty.) 
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Figure 1.2 (a) Height (in centimeters) at different ages for the average male and female youngster. (b) Gain in height 
per year (in centimeters) for the average male and female youngster. Note the adolescent growth spurt. (Adapted from 


Marshall, 1978) 


The end result of these sex differences is that boys 
finish adolescence with a muscle-to-fat ratio of about 3 to 
1, but the comparable ratio for girls is approximately 5 to 
4. This has important implications for understanding why 
sex differences in strength and athletic ability often 
appear for the first time during adolescence. According 
to one estimate, about half of the sex difference in athletic 
performance during early adolescence results simply 
from the difference in body fat (Smoll & Schutz, 1990). 

The rapid increase in body fat among females in early 
adolescence frequently prompts girls to become overly 
concerned about their weight—even when their weight is 
within the normal range for their height and age (Calzo 
et al., 2012). As you will read later in this chapter, adoles- 
cence is the period of greatest risk for the development of 
eating disorders such as anorexia, bulimia, and binge eat- 
ing disorder. One study of college undergraduates found 
that women who recalled being unprepared for and dislik- 
ing going through puberty were at relatively greater risk 
for developing an eating disorder many years later 
(Moore, McKone, & Mendle, 2016). 

Although the majority of girls diet unnecessarily 
during this time in response to the increase in body fat, 
the girls who are most susceptible to feelings of dissatis- 
faction with their bodies during this phase of develop- 
ment are those who mature early and begin dating early 
(Smolak, Levine, & Gralen, 1993). Girls who spend a lot 
of time talking about their looks with their friends, who 
are teased about their weight (especially by boys), or who 
are pressured to be thin are especially vulnerable to feel- 
ings of body dissatisfaction (Webb & Zimmer-Gembeck, 
2014). Girls’ body dissatisfaction is often blamed on the 
impact of the mass media’s excessively positive portrayal 
of thinness, but studies show that it is comparing them- 
selves with their friends, and not just being exposed to 
media imagery, that leads to unhappiness about their 


Table 11 The sequence of physical changes at puberty 


Girls 
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appearance (Ferguson et al., 2014). Adolescent girls' con- 
versations about their looks are affected by the media 
images they are exposed to in a way that leads them to 
reinforce each other, however (Rousseau & Eggermont, 
2017; Trekels & Eggermont, 2017), in part because girls 
who are especially weight-conscious often hang around 
with peers who share the same concerns (O'Connor 
et al., 2016). 

There are also important ethnic and cross-cultural dif- 
ferences in the ways in which adolescent girls feel about 
their changing bodies. In many parts of the world, includ- 
ing North and South America, Europe, and Asia, there is 
strong pressure on girls to be thin (Jones & Smolak, 
2011). Black adolescents seem less vulnerable to these 
feelings of body dissatisfaction than other girls (Ali, 
Rizzo, & Heiland, 2013; Jung & Forbes, 2013), and con- 
sequently, they are less likely to diet, in part because of 
ethnic differences in conceptions of the ideal body type 
(Granberg, Simons, & Simons, 2009). 


Sexual Maturation 


Puberty brings with it a series of developments associated 
with sexual maturation. In both boys and girls, the devel- 
opment of secondary sex characteristics is typically divided 
into five stages, often called 
Tanner stages, after the British 
pediatrician who devised the 
categorization system. 


secondary sex 

characteristics 

The manifestations of sexual 
maturity at puberty, including 
the development of breasts, 
Sexual Maturation in Boys 
The sequence of developments 
in secondary sex characteristics 
among boys is fairly orderly 
(see Table 1.1). Generally, the 
first stages of puberty involve 


Tanner stages 

A widely used system that 
describes the five stages of 
pubertal development. 


Boys 


Age of First 


Appearance (Years) Characteristic 


1. 7-13 Growth of breasts 

2. 7-14 Growth of pubic hair 

3. 95-1415 Body growth 

4. 10-16% Menarche 

5. About 2 years after Underarm hair 
pubic hair 


6. About same time as 
underarm hair 


Oil- and sweat-producing 
glands 


Source: Goldstein, B. (1976). 


Age of First 


Appearance (Years) Characteristic 


1. 10-13% Growth of testes, 
scrotal sac 
2. 10-15 Growth of pubic hair 
3. 1075-16 Body growth 
4. 11-14% Growth of penis 
5. About the same time Change in voice (growth 


as penis growth 
6. About 2 years after 
pubic hair appears 
7. About same time as 
underarm hair 


of larynx) 
Facial and underarm hair 


Oil- and sweat-producing 
glands, acne 


the growth of facial and body 
hair, and changes in the voice. 
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growth of the testes and scrotum, accompanied by the 
first appearance of pubic hair. Approximately 1 year later, 
the growth spurt in height begins, accompanied by growth 
of the penis and further development of pubic hair-now 
coarser and darker. The five Tanner stages of penis and 
pubic hair growth in boys are shown in Figure 1.3. 

The emergence of facial and body hair are relatively 
late developments. The same is true for the deepening of 
the voice, which is gradual and generally does not occur 
until very late adolescence. During puberty, boys' skin 
becomes rougher, especially around their upper arms 
and thighs, and there is increased development of the 


Penis 
Scrotum 
Glans 
(Head) 


Testes 


Figure 1.3 


sweat glands, which often gives rise to acne, pimples, and 
increased oiliness of the skin. 

Other, internal changes that permit ejaculation occur 
that are important elements of sexual maturation. At the 
time that the penis develops, the seminal vesicles, the 
prostate, and the bulbourethral glands also enlarge and 
develop. The first ejaculation of semen generally occurs 
about 1 year after the beginning of accelerated penis 
growth, although this is often determined culturally 
rather than biologically since for many boys, their first 
ejaculation occurs as a result of masturbation (J. Tanner, 
1972). One interesting observation about the timing and 


Penis and Scrotum 


Stage 1: There is a slight increase in overall 


size of the genitalia; appearance 
changes little. 


Stage 2: The scrotum begins to enlarge and scrotal 


skin reddens and changes in texture. 


Stage 3: The scrotum continues to grow. 


The penis also grows, increasing mostly in 
length and slightly less in breadth. 


Stage 4: The penis continues to grow in length and 


breadth and the glans, the sensitive structure 
atthe tip of the penis, develops. The scrotum 
also continues to grow and the skin darkens. 


Stage 5: The penis and scrotum have matured 


to reach adult size and shape. 


Pubic Hair 


Stage 1: No pubic hair. 


Stage 2: Sparse, lightly pigmented hair begins to appear 


at the base of the penis. 


Stage 3: Hair continues to spread over the pubic area. 


It becomes darker, coarser, and thicker. 


Stage 4: The hair is now adult in type, but the area 


covered is smaller than in most adults. There 
is not pubic hair on the inside of the thighs. 


Stage 5: The hair is distributed as an inverse triangle, 


with some hair spreading to the inside of 
the thighs. 


The five pubertal stages for penile and pubic hair growth. (From Morris & Udry, 1980) 


sequence of pubertal changes in boys is that boys usually 
are fertile (Oe, capable of fathering a child) before they 
have developed an adultlike appearance (Bogin, 2011). 
As you will read in the next section, the opposite is true 
for girls. 


Sexual Maturation in Girls The sequence of develop- 
ment of secondary sex characteristics among girls (shown 
in Table 1.1) is less regular than it is among boys. Usually, 
the first sign of sexual maturation in girls is the elevation 
of the breast—the emergence of the “breast bud.” In about 
one-third of all adolescent girls, however, the appearance 
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of pubic hair precedes breast development. The develop- 
ment of pubic hair in females follows a sequence similar 
to that in males—generally, from sparse, downy, 
light-colored hair to denser, curlier, coarser, darker hair. 
Breast development often occurs concurrently with the 
growth of pubic hair and generally proceeds through sev- 
eral stages during which the shape and definition of the 
nipple and areola change. The female breast undergoes 
these changes at puberty regardless of changes in breast 
size (which is why breast size alone is a poor indicator of 
pubertal maturation). The five Tanner stages of breast 
and pubic hair growth in girls are shown in Figure 1.4. 


Breasts 
Stage 1: No breast development. 


Stage 2: The first sign of breast development has 
appeared. This stage is sometimes 
referred to as the breast budding stage. 
Some palpable breast tissue under the 
nipple; the flat area of the nipple (areola) 
may be somewhat enlarged. 


Stage 3: The breast is more distinct although 
there is no separation between 
contours of the two breasts. 


Stage 4: The breast is further enlarged and there 
is greater contour distinction. The 
nipple, including the areola, forms a 
secondary mound on the breast. 


Stage 5: Size may vary in the mature stage. The 
breast is fully developed. The contours 
are distinct and the areola has receded 
into the general contour of the breast. 


Pubic Hair 
Stage 1: No pubic hair. 


Stage 2: There is a small amount of long pubic 
hair chiefly along the vaginal lips. 


Stage 3: The hair is darker, coarser, and curlier 
and spreads sparsely over the skin 
around the vaginal lips. 


Stage 4: The hair is now adult in type, but the 
area covered is smaller than in most 
adults. There is no pubic hair on the 
inside of the thighs. 


Stage 5: The hair is adult in type, distributed as 
an inverse triangle. There may be hair 
on the inside of the thighs. 


Figure 1.4 The five pubertal stages for breast and pubic hair growth. (From Marshall & Tanner, 1969) 
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As is the case for boys, 


menarche 

The time of first menstruation, puberty brings important inter- 
one of the most important nal changes for adolescent girls 
changes to occur among that are associated with the 
females during puberty. development of reproductive 


capacity. In girls, these changes 
involve development and growth of the uterus, vagina, 
and other aspects of the reproductive system. In addition, 
there is enlargement of the labia and clitoris. 

As is apparent in Table 1.1, the growth spurt is likely to 
occur during the early and middle stages of breast and 
pubic hair development. Menarche, the beginning of men- 
struation, is a relatively late development. Generally, full 
reproductive function does not occur until several years 
after menarche, and regular ovulation follows menarche 
by about 2 years (Bogin, 2011). Unlike boys, girls typi- 
cally appear physically mature before they are fertile. 


The Timing and Tempo of Puberty 


Thus far, no mention has been made of the “normal” ages 
at which various pubertal changes are likely to take place. 
This is because variations in the timing of puberty (the 
age at which puberty begins) and in the tempo of puberty 
(the rate at which maturation occurs) are so great that it 
is misleading to talk even about average ages. As you'll 
read, differences among adolescents in when and how 
quickly they go through puberty, how synchronized the 
different changes on puberty are, and how adolescents 
perceive their own pace of development all have import- 
ant mental health implications (Mendle, 2014). 


Variations in the Timing and Tempo 
of Puberty 


Today, the typical onset of puberty in developed coun- 
tries is between 8 and 13 in girls and between 9 and 14 in 
boys. (Children who begin puberty outside these age 
ranges are technically considered “precocious” or 
"delayed," although a substantial increase in recent years 
of girls who begin puberty before 8 is causing a reconsid- 
eration of what constitutes “precocious.”) In girls, the 
interval between the first sign of puberty and complete 
physical maturation can be as short as a year and a half or 
as long as 6 years. In boys, the comparable interval ranges 
from about 2 to 5 years (J. Tanner, 1972). 

Think about it: Within a totally normal population of 
young adolescents, some individuals will have completed 
the entire sequence of pubertal changes before others 
have even begun. In more concrete terms, it is possible for 
an early-maturing, fast-maturing youngster to complete 
pubertal maturation by age 10—3 years before a late- 
maturing youngster has even begun puberty and 8 years 
before a late-maturing, slow-maturing youngster has 
matured completely! 


Individuals vary considerably in when puberty begins and the 
rate at which it progresses. Peathegee Inc/Getty Images 


There is no relation between the age at which puberty 
begins and the rate at which pubertal development pro- 
ceeds. The timing of puberty may have a small effect on 
one's ultimate height or weight, however, with late matur- 
ers, on average, being taller than early maturers as adults 
and early maturers, on average, being somewhat heavier— 
at least among females (St. George, Williams, & Silva, 
1994). Adult height and weight are far more strongly cor- 
related with height and weight during childhood than with 
the timing of puberty, however (Pietilàinen et al., 2001). 

Within the United States, there are ethnic differences 
in the timing and rate of pubertal maturation. Several 
large-scale studies of U.S. youngsters indicate that Black 
girls mature significantly earlier than Latinx girls, who, in 
turn, mature earlier than White girls (Chumlea et al., 2003; 
Herman-Giddens et al., 1997). Although the reasons for 
these ethnic differences are not known, they do not appear 
to be due to ethnic differences in income, weight, or area 
of residence (Anderson, Dallal, & Must, 2003). One pos- 
sible explanation for the earlier maturation of non-white 
girls is that they may be more frequently exposed to chem- 
icals in the environment that stimulate earlier puberty, 
such as those contained in certain hair care products and 
cosmetics (Greenspan & Deardorff, 2014). 


Genetic and Environmental Influences 
on Pubertal Timing 


Why do some individuals mature relatively early and oth- 
ers relatively late? Researchers who study variability in 
the onset and timing of puberty approach the issue in two 
ways. One strategy involves the study of differences 
among individuals (Le. studying why one individual 
matures earlier or faster than another). The other involves 
the study of differences among groups of adolescents 


(i.e., studying why puberty occurs earlier or more rapidly 
in certain populations than in others). Both sets of 
studies point to both genetic and environmental factors 
(Geet al., 2007). 


Individual Differences in Pubertal Maturation The 
timing and tempo of pubertal maturation are largely 
inherited (Mustanski et al., 2004). A specific region on 
chromosome 6 has been identified as one of the markers 
for pubertal timing in both boys and girls (Bogin, 2011). 
Despite this powerful influence of genetic factors, the 
environment plays an important role. In all likelihood, 
every individual inherits a predisposition to develop at a 
certain rate and to begin pubertal maturation at a certain 
time. But this predisposition is best thought of as an upper 
and lower age limit, not a fixed absolute. Whether the 
genetic predisposition that each person has to mature 
around a given age is actually realized and when within the 
predisposed age boundaries she or he actually goes through 
puberty are influenced by many external factors. In other 
words, the timing and tempo of pubertal maturation are 
the product of an interaction between nature and nurture. 
The two most important environmental influences on 
pubertal maturation are nutrition and health. Puberty 
occurs earlier among individuals who are better nour- 
ished and grow more throughout their prenatal, infant, 
and childhood years, whereas delayed puberty is more 
likely to occur among individuals with a history of protein 
and/or caloric deficiency (Terry et al., 2009). Chronic 
illness during childhood and adolescence is also associ- 
ated with delayed puberty, as is excessive exercise. Gener- 
ally, then, after genetic factors, the most important 
determinant of the timing of puberty is the overall physi- 
cal well-being of the individual from conception through 
preadolescence (Susman & Dorn, 2009). 


Familial Influences on Pubertal Timing A number 
of studies have shown that social factors in the home envi- 
ronment also influence the onset of maturation, especially 
in girls. Puberty occurs somewhat earlier among girls who 
grew up in father-absent families, in less cohesive or more 
conflict-ridden households, or with a stepfather (Joos 
et al., 2018); early puberty is also more common among 
girls who were sexually abused during childhood (Mendle, 
Ryan, & McKone, 2016; Negriff, Blankson, & Trickett, 
2015). Although it may seem surprising that something as 
biological as puberty can be influenced by factors in the 
social environment, scientists have long known that our 
social relationships affect our biological functioning. 

One explanation for the finding that family conflict 
may accelerate pubertal maturation is that tension in the 
family may induce stress, which, in turn, may affect hor- 
monal secretions in the adolescent (Belsky et al., 2015; 
Saxbe et al., 2015), especially among girls who are geneti- 
cally susceptible to this influence (Ellis et al., 2011; Hart- 
man, Widaman, & Belsky, 2015). (Other types of stress, 


CHAPTER 1 Biological Transitions 


such as economic stress, hasten the onset of puberty, too; 
Sun et al., 2017.) In addition, the presence of a stepfather 
may expose the adolescent girl to pheromones (a class of 
chemicals secreted by animals that stimulate certain 
behaviors in other members of the species) that stimulate 
pubertal maturation. In general, among humans and 
other mammals, living in proximity to one’s close biolog- 
ical relatives appears to slow the process of pubertal mat- 
uration, whereas exposure to unrelated members of the 
other sex may accelerate it. 


Group Differences in Pubertal Maturation Unlike 
differences among adolescents growing up in the same 
environment, which are mainly due to genetics, differ- 
ences among countries in the average rate and timing of 
puberty are more likely to reflect differences in their envi- 
ronments (Bogin, 2011). 

The influence of the broader environment on the tim- 
ing and tempo of puberty can be seen in more concrete 
terms by looking at two sets of findings: (1) comparisons 
of the average age of menarche across countries and 
(2) changes in the average age of menarche over time. 
Although menarche does not signal the onset of puberty, 
researchers often use the average age of menarche when 
comparing the timing of puberty across different groups 
or historical eras because it can be measured more reli- 
ably than other indicators. And while the age of men- 
arche doesn’t directly reflect when males in that same 
group are going through puberty, it does so indirectly 
because in places where girls mature early, boys mature 
early, too (Steinberg, 2014a). 

Given the importance of nutrition and health as influ- 
ences on pubertal timing, it comes as no surprise that 
menarche generally is earlier in countries where individu- 
als are less likely to be malnourished or to suffer from 
chronic disease (Bogin, 2011). For example, in Western 
Europe and in the United States, the median age of men- 
arche ranges from about 12 to 13% years. In Africa, how- 
ever, the median age ranges from about 14 to 17 years. 
The range is much wider across Africa because of the 
greater variation in environmental conditions there. 


The Secular Trend We can also examine environmen- 
tal influences on the timing of puberty by looking at 
changes in the average age of 
menarche over the past two cen- 
turies. Because nutritional con- 
ditions have improved during 
the past 150 years, we would 
expect to find a decline in the 
average age at menarche over 
time. This is indeed the case, as 
can be seen in Figure 1.5. This 
pattern, known as the secular 
trend, is attributable not only to 
improved nutrition but also to 
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Figure 1.5 The age at menarche 

has declined considerably over the 

past 150 years. This decline is known 170 
as the secular trend. (Adapted from 

Eveleth & Tanner, 1990) 
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better sanitation and better control of infectious diseases. 
In most European countries, maturation has become ear- 
lier by about 3 to 4 months per decade. For example, in 
Norway 175 years ago, the average age of menarche may 
have been about 17 years. Today, it is between 12 and 
13 years. A study of Danish adolescents found that five 
times the number of girls were diagnosed with clinically 
significant “precocious puberty” in 2017 than 20 years 
earlier (Brauner et al., 2020). Similar declines have been 
observed over the same period in other industrialized 
nations and, more recently, in developing countries as 
well. In China, for example, the average age of menarche 
dropped by nearly 2 years between 1991 and 2011 (Meng 
et al., 2017). 

The secular trend is less well documented among boys, 
in part because there is no easily measured marker of 
puberty like menarche. One unusual factoid that is con- 
sistent with the decline in the age of puberty among boys 
over many centuries, though, is the observation that the 
average age at which boys experience their voice breaking 
(a sign of male pubertal development), based on reports 
from European children’s choirs, dropped from about 18 
in the mid-1700s to around 10 today (Mendle & Ferrero, 
2012). The drop in the age of male puberty appears to be 
continuing and has fallen during the past three decades 
(Herman-Giddens et al., 2012). Interestingly, although 
puberty is starting earlier, there is some evidence that it is 
taking longer to complete, meaning that children are 
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spending more time in the midst of puberty than ever 
before (Mendle, 2014). 

The average age of puberty among American adoles- 
cents has continued to decline, most probably because of 
increased rates of obesity, which affects leptin levels (Currie 
et al., 2012); exposure to certain human-made chemicals 
in cosmetics, food, and the environment that affect develop- 
ment by mimicking actual pubertal hormones; and 
increased exposure to artificial light, which affects mela- 
tonin secretion (Greenspan & Deardorff, 2014). 

One reason scientists have expressed concern about the 
continuing decline in the age when puberty begins is that 
pubertal hormones affect the developing brain in ways that 
make adolescents more inclined to engage in sensation 
seeking (Steinberg, 2014a). Brain systems that govern 
self-regulation are less influenced by puberty, so the secular 
trend has not greatly affected the age at which the matura- 
tion of impulse control takes place. If the increase in sensa- 
tion seeking is taking place before children are able to 
regulate urges to do exciting things, it may lead to increases 
in risky and reckless behavior, especially when the risk tak- 
ing is impulsive (Khurana et al., 2012). The end result is 
that, as the age of puberty has dropped, the amount of time 
elapsed between the arousal of sensation seeking and the 
maturation of self-control has grown, creating a larger win- 
dow of vulnerability to risky behavior (Steinberg, 2014). 
Consistent with this, as the age of puberty has fallen, rates 
of adolescent mortality have risen (Mendle, 2014). 


Scientists have expressed concern about the continuing decline 
in the age when puberty begins because pubertal hormones 
affect the developing brain in ways that increase sensation 


seeking. Mike Powell/Getty Images 
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Some studies indicate that the secular trend has been 


more dramatic among females than males. Why might this 
be the case? 


The Psychological and Social 
Impact of Puberty 


Puberty can affect the adolescent’s behavior and psycho- 
logical functioning in a number of ways (Lougheed, Hol- 
lenstein, & Lewis, 2016). First, the biological changes of 
puberty can have a direct effect on behavior through its 
impact on the structure and functioning of the brain 
(Boivin et al., 2018). For example, increases in levels of 
sex hormones at puberty heighten activity in brain regions 
that control our experience of reward, our basic emo- 
tions, and our reactions to social stimuli, such as how we 
interpret our interactions with and the behavior of others 
(Goddings et al., 2019). 

Second, the biological changes of puberty may change 
the adolescent’s self-image, which, in turn, may affect 
how he or she behaves (Kwon & Park, 2018). For exam- 
ple, a boy who has recently gone through puberty may 
feel more grown up as a result of his more adultlike 
appearance. This, in turn, may make him seek more inde- 
pendence from his parents. He may ask for a later curfew, 
a larger allowance, or the right to make decisions about 
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things that previously were decided by his parents. As we 
will see later in this chapter, the physical changes of 
puberty often spark conflict between teenagers and their 
parents, in part because of the ways in which puberty 
affects the adolescent’s desire for autonomy. 

Finally, biological change at puberty transforms the 
adolescent’s appearance, which, in turn, may elicit 
changes in how others react to the teenager. One recent 
international study found that puberty leads parents to 
become less warm and less strict (Lansford et al., 2021). 
These changes in reactions may also provoke changes in 
the adolescent’s peer relationships. An adolescent girl 
who has recently matured physically may find herself sud- 
denly receiving the attention of older boys who had not 
previously noticed her. She may feel nervous about all the 
extra attention and confused about how she should 
respond to it. Moreover, she must now make decisions 
about how much time she wishes to devote to dating and 
how she should behave when out with someone who is 
sexually interested in her. 

Researchers have generally taken two approaches to 
studying the psychological and social consequences of 
puberty. One approach is to look at individuals who are 
at various stages of puberty, either in a cross-sectional 
study (in which groups of individuals are compared at 
different stages of puberty) or in a longitudinal study (in 
which the same individuals are tracked over time as they 
mature through the different stages of puberty). Studies 
of this sort examine the impact of puberty on young 
people’s psychological development and social relations. 
Researchers might ask, for exam- 
ple, whether youngsters’ self- 
esteem is higher or lower during 
puberty than before or after. 

A second approach com- 
pares the psychological devel- 
opment of early and late 
maturers. Because there is large 
variation in pubertal timing, 
individuals of the same chronological age and who are in 
the same grade in school may be at very different stages 
of puberty. How does being early or late to mature affect 
the adolescent’s psychological development? Here, a 
typical question might be whether early maturers are 
more popular in the peer group than are late maturers. 


cross-sectional study 
A study that compares two 


at one point in time. 


longitudinal study 


The Immediate Impact of Puberty 


Studies of the psychological and social impacts of puberty 
indicate that physical maturation, regardless of whether it 
occurs early or late, affects the adolescent’s self-image, 
mood, and relationships with parents. 


Is Puberty Stressful? The connection between 
puberty and stress is complicated. Although it had long 
been thought that puberty is a stressful experience, it 
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Contrary to widespread belief, there is little evidence that the 
hormonal changes of puberty contribute in a dramatic way to 
adolescent moodiness. Sladic/Getty Images 


looks like stress is more likely to be a cause, rather than a 
consequence, of pubertal maturation. There is evidence 
that a modest, but not overwhelming, amount of stress 
early in life speeds the onset of puberty (Belsky, 2019). 
Some theorists have proposed that going through puberty 
at a younger age is an evolved adaptation to chronic early 
adversity. Being raised under stressful conditions creates 
uncertainty about the future and actually may stimulate 
the body to mature faster in order to be able to have 
children sooner, rather than later. 

Whether going through puberty creates stress is a dif- 
ferent matter. Here, the research indicates that the timing 
of puberty is key: Maturing early may be stressful, espe- 
cially for girls, but going through puberty “on time” is 
generally not; research on whether late maturation is 
stressful is inconclusive (Joos et al., 2018). As you will 
read, girls who mature early are more likely to develop 
emotional and behavioral problems, such as depression 
and delinquency. It is not clear, however, if the higher 
incidence of problems among early-maturing girls is actu- 
ally caused by early maturation or, instead, by the stress 
that led to early puberty; the problematic outcomes asso- 
ciated with early maturation are also associated with 
exposure to stress, independent of pubertal timing. 

An additional complicating factor is that, as noted ear- 
lier in this chapter, puberty affects the brain in ways that 
make people more vulnerable to stress (Dorn et al., 2019). 
As a consequence, the same stressors have a more adverse 
impact on mental health when they occur in adolescence 
than when they occur in childhood or adulthood (Ander- 

sen, 2021). Not surprisingly, a 


to have their onset during adolescence than at any other 
time (Paus, Keshavan, & Giedd, 2008). 

Heightened susceptibility to stress in adolescence is a 
specific example of the fact that puberty makes the brain 
more malleable, or “plastic” (Goddings et al., 2019). This 
makes adolescence both a time of risk (because the 
brain’s plasticity increases the chances that exposure to a 
stressful experience will cause harm) but also a window 
of opportunity for advancing adolescents’ health and 
well-being (because the same brain plasticity makes ado- 
lescence a time when interventions to improve mental 
health may be more effective). 


Puberty and Adolescent Moodiness Although an 
adolescent’s self-image can be expected to change during 
a time of dramatic physical development, self-esteem or 
self-image is reasonably stable over time, with long and 
sturdy roots reaching back to childhood. For this reason, 
some researchers have turned their attention to the 
impact of puberty on more transient states, such as mood. 
One reason for this focus is that adolescents are thought 
to be moodier, on average, than either children or adults. 

Averages can be deceiving, however. Research that has 
monitored changes in adolescents’ daily emotions by hav- 
ing them keep diaries about their activities and feelings 
has found that the majority of teenagers do not report 
large ups and downs in their moods. Moreover, teenagers 
become less moody as they get older (Maciejewski et al., 
2015), although those who do not follow this trajectory 
are more likely to report psychological problems (Macie- 
jewski et al., 2019). 

Many people assume that adolescent moodiness is 
directly related to the hormonal changes of puberty. How- 
ever, according to several comprehensive reviews of 
research on hormones and adolescent mood and behav- 
ior, the direct connection between hormones and mood is 
weak (Duke, Balzer, & Steinbeck, 2014). 

When studies do find a connection between hormonal 
changes at puberty and adolescent mood or behavior, the 
effects are strongest early in puberty, when the process is 
being “turned on” and when hormonal levels are more 
likely to fluctuate. For example, rapid increases in many 
of the hormones associated with puberty—such as testos- 
terone, estrogen, and various adrenal androgens—may be 
associated with increased irritability, impulsivity, aggres- 
sion (in boys) and depression (in girls), especially when 
the increases take place very early in adolescence. One 
interpretation of these findings is that it is not so much 
the absolute increases in these hormones during puberty 
but their rapid fluctuation early in puberty that may affect 
adolescents’ moods. Once the hormone levels stabilize 
at higher levels, later in puberty, their negative effects 
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wane (Buchanan, Eccles, & Becker, 1992). 
Although rapid increases in hormones early in puberty 
are associated with depressed mood in girls, it turns out 


experience. à . 4a. 
that stressful life events, such as problems in the family, in 


school, or with friends, play a far greater role in the devel- 
opment of depression and negative moods than do hor- 
monal changes (Brooks-Gunn, Graber, & Paikoff, 1994; 
Santiago et al., 2017). Similarly, while high levels of tes- 
tosterone have been associated with impulsivity and 
aggression and low levels with depression, these associa- 
tions are weaker among adolescents who have positive 
family relationships or strong self-control (Chen, Raine, 
& Granger, 2018). However, pubertal hormones affect 
brain systems responsible for emotional arousal in ways 
that make adolescents more responsive to what is going 
on around them socially (Forbes et al., 2011; Motta-Mena 
& Scherf, 2017; Op de Macks et al., 2017). If an adoles- 
cent’s interpersonal world is stressful, the hormonal 
changes of puberty may intensify the impact of these 
social stressors. 

In other words, there is little evidence that adolescents’ 
moodiness results exclusively from the “storm and stress” 
of raging hormones. Over the course of a day, a teenager 
may shift from elation to boredom, back to happiness, and 
then to anger. But these shifts in mood appear to have 
more to do with shifts in activities—elated when seeing a 
girlfriend, bored during biology, happy when having lunch 
with friends, and angry when assigned extra chores around 
the house-than with internal, biological changes (Schnei- 
ders et al., 2006). Not surprisingly, adolescents’ moods 
fluctuate over the course of the school year, too, with teen- 
agers reporting the highest levels of anxiety and stress at 
the end of the school year (Verma et al., 2017). 


making the scientific 
connection 

One challenge facing d in the impact 
of puberty on psychological functioning is that puberty 
often coincides with other events that themselves may 
have significant consequences, such as starting middle 
school. This makes it difficult to know if an observed 
change in adolescent behavior or mood during early 
adolescence is due to puberty, changing schools, or both 
(or something else entirely). Can you think of ways in 
which this problem might be addressed through the 
design of research studies? 
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Puberty and Changes in Patterns of Sleep Many 
parents complain that their teenagers go to bed too late in 
the evening and sleep in too late in the morning, a pattern 
that begins to emerge in early adolescence (see Figure 1.6). 
It now appears that the emergence of this pattern—called 
a delayed phase preference—is driven by the biological 
changes of puberty, and it is seen not only in humans but 
in other mammals as well (Crowley et al., 2018). Changes 
in the way the brain regulates sleep—referred to as "sleep 
architecture"—are more dramatic in adolescence than any 
other stage of life (Galván, 2020). 
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Figure 1.6 Children’s weekday and weekend bedtimes 
and wake times, by age. (Adapted from Snell, Adam, & 
Duncan, 2007) 


Falling asleep is caused by a combination of biological 
and environmental factors. One of the most important is 
the secretion of melatonin, which, as you know, plays a 
role in triggering puberty. Melatonin levels change natu- 
rally over the course of the 24-hour day, mainly in 
response to the amount of light in the environment. Feel- 
ings of sleepiness increase and decrease with melatonin 
levels—as melatonin rises, we feel sleepier, and as it falls, 
we feel more awake. Over the course of the day, we follow 
a sleep-wake cycle that is calibrated to changes in light 
and regulated by melatonin secretion. 

During puberty, the time of night at which melatonin 
levels begin to rise changes, becoming later and later as 
individuals mature physically. In fact, the nighttime 
increase in melatonin starts about 2 hours later among 
adolescents who have completed puberty than among 
those who have not yet begun (Carskadon & Acebo, 
2002). As a result of this shift, individuals become able to 
stay up later before feeling sleepy (Hummer & Lee, 2016). 
In fact, when allowed to regulate their own sleep sched- 
ules (as on weekends), most teenagers will stay up until 
around 1:00 A.M. and sleep until about 10:00 A.M. Because 
the whole cycle of melatonin secretion is shifted later at 
puberty, this also means that once adolescents have gone 
through puberty, they are more sleepy early in the morn- 
ing than they had been before puberty. 

Falling asleep is affected by the environment as well— 
its much easier to fall asleep when a room is dark than 
when it's bright. When preadolescents get into bed at night, 
they tend to fall asleep very 
quickly-even if there is some- 
thing that they want to stay up 
for—because their melatonin lev- 
els are already high. After going 
through puberty, though, because 
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Important changes in the sleep cycle take place after puberty. 
This "delayed phase preference" causes adolescents to want 
to stay up later at night and makes them feel more tired in the 
early morning hours. Randy Faris/Corbis/age fotostock 


of the delayed timing of the increase in melatonin, it is easier 
for individuals to stay up later, so that if there is something 
more exciting to do—watch a couple of Tik-Tok videos, play a 
video game, text a friend—it is not difficult to remain awake 
(Hamilton, et al., 2020; Scott & Woods, 2018). 

Thus, the tendency for adolescents to stay up late is 
due to the interaction of biology (which delays the onset 
of sleepiness) and the environment (which provides a rea- 
son to stay up). This shift in sleep preferences, to a later 
bedtime and a later wake time, begins to reverse around 
age 20, at a slightly earlier age among females than males 
(Fischer et al., 2017). The end result is that there is a 
marked decline in the amount of sleep people get each 
night during adolescence followed by an increase during 
the early 20s (Maslowsky & Ozer, 2014). 


80 


If getting up early the next day were not an issue, stay- 
ing up late would not be a problem. Unfortunately, most 
teenagers need to get up early on school days, and the 
combination of staying up late and getting up early leads 
to sleep deprivation and daytime sleepiness (Tarokh, 
Saletin, & Carskadon, 2016). The shift in the timing of 
the melatonin cycle contributes to this; when teenagers 
get out of bed early in the morning, their melatonin levels 
are relatively higher than they are at the same time of day 
for preadolescents. Ironically, adolescents are least alert 
between the hours of 8:00 and 9:00 A.M. (when most 
schools start) and most alert after 3.00 P.M., when the 
school day is usually over. Because of early school start 
times, adolescents get 2 fewer hours of sleep per night 
when the school year begins than they did during the 
preceding summer months (Hansen et al., 2005). This 
has prompted many experts to call for communities to 
delay their school starting times (Crowley et al., 2018). 

The tendency for individuals to go to bed later as they 
become teenagers has become stronger over the past 
30 years (Keyes et al., 2015), perhaps because the availabil- 
ity of television, the Internet, and other electronic media 
during late-night and early-morning hours has increased 
(Adolescent Sleep Working Group, 2014; Mazzer et al., 
2018). This suggests that the late-night hours kept by many 
adolescents are voluntary but made easier by the changes 
in the sleep centers of the brain. There is also evidence that 
exposure to light depresses melatonin secretion, so that 
staying up late with the lights on or staring at a computer, 
smartphone, tablet, or TV screen will delay the rise in mel- 
atonin even more; wearing glasses that block the blue-wave- 
length light emitted by these screens can help reduce the 
adverse effects of screen light on sleep (van der Lely et al., 
2015). It has also been suggested that the demands of 
school and extracurricular activities are taking their toll on 
adolescents' sleep by keeping them busy into the late hours 
(Gaarde et al., 2020) (see Figure 1.7). 


70 


60 


50 


40 


% reporting at least 
"sometimes 


| eat dinner (have too Extracurricular People in 
late much activities my family 
homework stay up late 


lam 
socializing 
with friends late 
online 


| start my 
homework 


| get caught There is There is My 
up watching too much too much neighborhood 
shows or noise in light is too 


videos online home noisy 


or on my 


phone 


Figure 177 The demands of school and extracurricular activities are taking their toll on adolescents’ sleep by 
keeping them busy into the late hours. Source: Gaarde, Hoyt, Ozer, Maslowsky, Deardorff, & Kyauk. (2020). 


Whatever the reason, because teenagers’ wake time 
has not changed, but their bedtime has gotten later, 
today’s teenagers get significantly less sleep than their 
counterparts did several decades ago. In the early 1990s, 
one-third of American 15-year-olds reported getting ade- 
quate sleep most nights; today fewer than 25% do (Keyes 
et al., 2015). More than 40 percent of U.S. adolescents 
report daytime sleepiness (Kolla et al., 2019). 

Although individuals’ preferred bedtime gets later as 
they move from childhood into adolescence, the amount 
of sleep they need each night remains constant, at around 
9 hours (Crowley et al., 2018). There is now a consensus 
among scientists that most teenagers are not getting 
enough sleep and that inadequate sleep in adolescence 
leads to all sorts of problems, including depression 
(Kuhlman et al., 2020); alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drug 
use (Pasch et al., 2012); obesity (Turel , Romashkin, & 
Morrison, 2016); worse relationships (Tavernier & 
Willoughby, 2015); cognitive impairment and poor school 
performance (Crowley et al., 2018); behavior problems 
(Fuligni et al., 2018); and greater reactivity to stress 
(Chue et al., 2018). Many of the negative consequences 
of sleep deprivation are due to its adverse impact on 
self-control (Galvan, 2020). 

The good news is that getting just one additional hour 
of sleep each night has been shown to significantly 
improve adolescents’ well-being (Winsler et al., 2015). 
This may be especially beneficial for teenagers from poor 
families, who are more likely than those from more advan- 
taged homes to get sufficient sleep (Doane et al., 2019) 
and whose mental health is especially harmed by sleep 
problems (El-Sheikh et al., 2020). 

Despite many adolescents’ belief that catching up on 
sleep on weekends will make up for sleep deprivation 
during the week, having markedly different bedtimes on 
weekends versus weekdays actually contributes to further 
sleep-related problems (Wolfson & Carskadon, 1998). 
The best thing teenagers can do to avoid problems waking 
up on school days is to force themselves to get up at the 
same time on the weekend as on school days, regardless 
of how late they have stayed up. 


Puberty and Family Relationships Research into 
the impact of puberty on family relationships has found 
that puberty appears to increase conflict and distance 
between parents and children, although the “distancing” 
effect of puberty on adolescent-parent relationships is not 
as consistently observed in ethnic minority families 
(Sagrestano et al., 1999). In White families, however, as 
youngsters mature from childhood toward the middle of 
puberty, emotional distance between them and their par- 
ents increases, and conflict intensifies, especially between 
adolescents and mothers (Laursen, Coy, & Collins, 
1998). The change that takes place is reflected in an 
increase in “negatives” (e.g., conflict, complaining, 
anger) and, to a lesser extent, a decrease in “positives” 
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(e.g., support, smiling, laughter) (Flannery, Torquati, & 
Lindemeier 1994). 

Although negative interchanges may diminish after 
midpuberty, adolescents and their parents do not imme- 
diately regain the closeness they had previously. Interest- 
ingly, puberty also increases distance between children 
and their parents in most species of monkeys and apes, 
and some writers have suggested that the pattern seen in 
human adolescents may have some evolutionary basis: It 
helps ensure that once they mature sexually, adolescents 
will leave home and mate outside the family (Steinberg & 
Belsky, 1996). 

This connection between pubertal maturation and 
parent-child distance is not affected by the age at which 
the adolescent goes through puberty; the pattern is seen 
among early as well as late maturers. To date, we do not 
know whether this effect results from the hormonal 
changes of puberty (which may make young adolescents 
more testy), from changes in the adolescent’s physical 
appearance (which may change the way parents treat 
their adolescent), or from changes in other aspects of 
adolescents’ psychological functioning that are affected 
by puberty and, in turn, affect family relationships (such 
as a newfound interest in dating). 


The Impact of Specific Pubertal Events 


Several studies have focused specifically on adolescents’ 
attitudes toward and reactions to particular events at 
puberty, such as girls’ reactions to menarche or breast 
development and boys’ reactions to their first ejaculation. 
In general, most adolescents react positively to the 
bodily changes associated with puberty, especially those 
associated with the development of secondary sex char- 
acteristics. Girls’ attitudes toward menarche are less neg- 
ative today than they were in the past (J. Lee, 2008), a 
change that may be attributable to the increase in infor- 
mation about menstruation provided in schools and in 
the media (Merskin, 1999). Nevertheless, many young 
women have developed a negative image of menstruation 
before reaching adolescence, and they enter puberty with 
a mixture of excitement and fear (S. Moore, 1995). Girls 
whose mothers are helpful and matter-of-fact in their 
response to their daughter’s menarche report the most 
positive memories of the experience (J. Lee, 2008). 
Menstrual symptoms are reported to be more severe 
among women who expect menstruation to be uncom- 
fortable, among girls whose mothers lead them to believe 
that menstruation will be unpleasant or uncomfortable, 
and in cultures that label menstruation as an important 
event. In Mexico and China, for example, where attitudes 
toward menarche are especially ambivalent, menarche 
may have an adverse effect on girls’ mental health, an 
effect not generally observed in the United States (Benjet 
& Hernandez-Guzman, 2002; Tang, Yeung, & Lee, 2003). 
In addition, girls who experience menarche early and 
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who are unprepared for puberty report more negative 
reactions to the event (Koff & Rierdan, 1996; Tang, 
Yeung, & Lee, 2004). 

Far less is known about boys’ reactions to their first 
ejaculation, an experience that is analogous to menarche 
in girls. Although most boys are not very well prepared 
for this event by their parents or other adults, first ejacu- 
lation does not appear to cause undue anxiety, embarrass- 
ment, or fear. In contrast to girls, who generally tell their 
mothers shortly after they have begun menstruating and 
tell their friends soon thereafter, boys, at least in the 
United States, usually do not discuss their first ejacula- 
tion with either parents or friends. Cultural differences in 
boys’ responses to their first ejaculation are likely related 
to differences in how cultures view masturbation. As is 
the case with girls and menarche, boys’ reactions to their 
first ejaculation are more positive when they have been 
prepared for the event (Stein & Reiser, 1994). 


The Impact of Early or Late Maturation 


Teenagers who mature relatively early or relatively late 
may elicit different sorts of reactions and expectations 
from those around them. Adolescents often are all too 
aware of whether they are early or late relative to their 
classmates, and their feelings about themselves are likely 
to be influenced by their comparisons. One study found 
that early-maturing adolescents were more likely to be 
"pseudomature"—wishing they were older, hanging 
around with older peers, less involved in school, and 
more oriented toward their peers (Galambos, Barker, & 
Tilton-Weaver, 2003). 

Indeed, adolescents' perceptions of whether they are an 
early or a late maturer are often more strongly related to 
how they feel about and are affected by puberty than 
whether they actually are early or late (Kretsch, Mendle, 
& Harden, 2016; Moore, Harden, & Mendle, 2014). Fur- 
ther, adolescents' behavior is related to how old they feel, 
not simply to how physically mature they are (Galambos 
et al., 1999). Nevertheless, early and late maturers are 
often treated differently by others and view themselves 
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differently, and as a result, they may behave differently. 
As we shall see, early and late maturation have different 
consequences during puberty than in the long run, differ- 
ent consequences in different contexts, and, most import- 
ant, different consequences for boys and girls. 


Early Versus Late Maturation Among Boys 
Research on boys’ pubertal timing has found that 
early-maturing boys feel better about themselves (Carter, 
Seaton, & Blazek, 2020) and are more popular than their 
late-maturing peers, although a few studies have found 
higher rates of depression and anxiety among early- 
maturing boys than their on-time peers (Mendle & 
Ferrero, 2012; Negriff & Susman, 2011) and among boys 
who go through puberty especially rapidly (Mendle et al., 
2010). And, while they are in the midst of puberty, early 
maturers lose their temper more often and more intensely 
than late maturers (Ge et al., 2003). Interestingly, 
although all adolescents are adversely affected by being 
bullied by their peers, the impact of victimization is 
greater for early maturers, perhaps because being picked 
on when one is larger than average is all the more embar- 
rassing (Nadeem & Graham, 2005). As young adults, 
later-maturing boys are more susceptible to depression, 
primarily because they perceive themselves as less mascu- 
line (Beltz, 2018). 

Although the emotional effects of early maturation on 
boys are generally positive, early-maturing boys are more 
likely than their peers to get involved in antisocial or devi- 
ant activities, including truancy, minor delinquency, and 
school misbehavior (Beltz et al., 2019). They are also 
more likely to use drugs and alcohol and engage in other 
risky activities (Baams et al., 2015; Kogan et al., 2015), 
even as young adults (Biehl, Natsuaki, & Ge, 2007). One 
explanation for this is that boys who are more physically 
mature are less closely supervised by adults and spend 
more time hanging out with antisocial peers in settings 
in which delinquent behavior is more likely to occur, such 
as parts of neighborhoods where there are few adults 
around (Bucci & Staff, 2020; Klopack et al., 2020; 
Stepanyan et al., 2020) (see Figure 1.8). It is also likely 
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Figure 1.8 Boys who are more physically mature are less closely supervised by adults and spend more time 
hanging out with antisocial peers in settings in which delinquent behavior is more likely to occur. Source: Bucci & Staff. 
(2020). Pubertal timing and adolescent delinquency. Criminology, 58, Figure 1, p. 552. 


Early-maturing boys are more likely to be involved in problem 
behavior than adolescents who are the same age but slower 
to mature. Alexandra Dudkina/EyeEm/Getty Images 


that older-looking boys develop friendships with older 
peers, who lead them into activities that are problematic 
for the younger boys (Negriff, Ji, & Trickett, 2011a). Once 
they are involved with these older peer groups, the higher 
rates of delinquency and substance use of early maturers 
increase over time. 

Early-maturing boys enjoy some psychological advan- 
tages over late maturers with respect to self-esteem and 
admiration from peers during early adolescence, when 
some boys have matured physically but others have not. 
But what about later during adolescence, when the late 
maturers have caught up? It turns out that there may be 
some interesting advantages for late-maturing boys, 
despite their initially lower popularity. Although early 
and late maturers exhibit similar psychological profiles 
before adolescence, late maturers ultimately score higher 
on measures of intellectual curiosity and social initiative. 
Having to deal with the challenges of being a late maturer 
may help boys develop better coping skills. 


Early Versus Late Maturation in Girls In contrast to 
the generally positive impact that early maturation has on 
the emotional well-being of boys, it is well established that 
early-maturing girls have more emotional difficulties than 
their peers, including poorer self-image and higher rates 
of depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and panic attacks 
(Copeland et al., 2019; Greenspan & Deardorff, 2014). 
There is also evidence that early maturation in girls is 
associated with higher emotional arousal (Graber, 
Brooks-Gunn, & Warren, 2006). Several studies have 
found the effects of early maturation on girls' emotional 
well-being persist into adulthood (Mendle, Ryan, & 
McKone, 2018), as do the effects of late maturation on 
depression (Beltz, 2018). 
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The psychological difficulties experienced by early 
maturing girls are related to the ways in which looking 
different from their peers affects girls' feelings about their 
appearance and their relationships with other adoles- 
cents (Mendle, Turkheimer, & Emery, 2007). For exam- 
ple, depression among early-maturing girls is more highly 
correlated with their breast development (which is more 
likely to be visible to others) than their pubic hair devel- 
opment (which is not) (Lewis et aL, 2018). And the 
impact of early maturation is worse on girls who are 
heavier than their peers (Tanner-Smith, 2010). 

Given the role of social factors in linking early matura- 
tion and girls' psychological distress, it's no surprise that 
the ultimate impact of early maturation on the young 
girl's feelings about herself depends on the broader con- 
text in which maturation takes place. Studies of Ameri- 
can girls generally find that early-maturing girls have 
lower self-esteem and a poorer self-image because of the 
culture's preference for thinness and ambivalence about 
adolescent sexuality. The negative effects of early matura- 
tion on girls' mental health vary across ethnic groups, 
however, with more adverse consequences seen among 
White and Asian-American girls than in other ethnic 
groups, presumably because puberty is less likely to lead 
to body dissatisfaction among Black and Latinx girls 
(Negriff & Susman, 2011). 

Girls who are prone to ruminate or cope poorly when 
they have problems seem especially vulnerable to the 
stress of maturing early (Hamilton et al., 2014; Stumper 
et al., 2019). Context matters, though: One study of both 
boys and girls found that the adverse consequences of 
early puberty were limited to adolescents who came from 
high-risk households, consistent with the idea that 
puberty itself isn't inherently stressful but can intensify 
the effects of other stressors, such as transitioning to mid- 
dle school (Lynne-Landsman, Graber, & Andrews, 2010b; 
Morales-Chicas & Graham, 2015). 

Although some early-maturing girls have self-image 
difficulties, their popularity with peers is not necessarily 
jeopardized. Early maturers are more popular than other 
girls, especially, as you would expect, when the index of 
popularity includes popularity with boys (Simmons, 
Blyth, & McKinney, 1983). However, although early- 
maturing girls are often more popular with boys, they are 
frequent victims of rumors, gossip, and social exclusion 
(Carter, Halawah, & Trinh, 2018; Reynolds & Juvonen, 
2011) and are more likely to suffer from social anxiety 
(Blumenthal et al., 2011). 

Ironically, then, it may be in part because the early 
maturer is more popular with boys that she reports more 
emotional upset: Early pressure to date and, perhaps, to 
be involved in a sexual relationship may take its toll on 
girls mental health. Consistent with this, research indi- 
cates that early-maturing girls are more vulnerable to 
emotional distress when they have relatively more friend- 
ships with boys (Ge et al., 1996) and when they are in 
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Although they are often more popular than their peers, early- 
maturing girls are at greater risk for a wide range of emotional 
and behavioral problems. JGI/Jamie Grill/Getty Images 


schools with older peers (e.g., sixth-graders who are in a 
school that has seventh- and eighth-graders, too) (Blyth, 
Simmons, & Zakin, 1985). Perhaps the problem isn't 
early maturation as much as it is the way that older boys 
react to it; the link between early maturation and depres- 
sion is due in part to the fact that early-maturing girls are 
more likely to be sexually harassed, bullied, and abused 
by their boyfriends (Chen, Rothman, & Jaffee, 
2017; Skoog, Ozdemir, & Stattin, 2016; Su et al., 2018) 
(see Figure 1.9). 

There are several theories explaining why early matu- 
ration is harder on girls than boys (Negriff & Susman, 
2011; Rudolph et al., 2020). One explanation is the “mat- 
urational deviance” hypothesis. Simply put, youngsters 


Figure 1.9 One reason for the elevated rates of 
depression among early-maturing girls is that they are 
more likely than their peers to be sexually harassed. 
(Based on Skoog, Ozdemir, & Stattin, 2016) 


who stand far apart from their peers—in physical appear- 
ance, for instance—may experience more psychological 
distress than adolescents who blend in more easily. 
Because girls on average mature earlier than boys, 
early-maturing girls mature earlier than both their male 
and female peers. This makes them really stand out at a 
time when they would rather fit in and, as a result, may 
make them more vulnerable to emotional distress. 
This explanation would also account for the lower self- 
esteem of late-maturing boys, who deviate toward the 
other extreme. 

A second explanation for the sex difference in the 
impact of early maturation concerns “developmental 
readiness.” If puberty is a challenge that requires psycho- 
logical adaptation by the adolescent, perhaps younger 
adolescents are less ready to cope with the challenge than 
older ones. Because puberty occurs quite early among 
early-maturing girls, it may tax their psychological 
resources. Early maturation among boys, because it 
occurs at a later age, would pose less of a problem. This 
also helps to explain why late-maturing boys seem better 
able than early maturers to control their temper and their 
impulses when they are going through puberty: They are 
relatively older and psychologically more mature. If the 
developmental readiness hypothesis is true, both girls and 
boys should experience more difficulty if they are early 
maturers than if they are on time or late, but the difficulty 
should be temporary. This appears to be the case among 
boys (for whom the negative effects of early puberty 
occur during puberty itself but then fade) but not for 
girls (for whom the negative effects of early puberty 
persist) (Ge et al., 2003). 

A final explanation for the relatively greater disadvan- 
tage of early maturation for girls concerns the cultural 
desirability of different body types (Petersen, 1988). 
Early maturation for girls means leaving behind the cul- 
turally admired state of thinness. We've already noted 
that many girls are distressed when they mature because 
they gain weight. Early maturers experience this weight 
gain at a time when most of their peers are still girlishly 
thin. One interesting study showed that in ballet 
companies—where thinness is even more important than 
in the culture at large—late maturers, who can retain the 
“ideal” shape for dancers much longer than earlier matur- 
ers, have fewer psychological problems than even on-time 
girls (Brooks-Gunn & Warren, 1985). 

In contrast, at puberty, boys move from a culturally 
undesirable state for males (short and scrawny) to a cul- 
turally admired one (tall and muscular). Early maturers 
enjoy the advantage of being tall and muscular before 
their peers—a special benefit in a society that values 
males’ athletic prowess—and therefore are more likely to 
react well to puberty. The fact that the effects of early 
maturation on girls’ self-esteem vary across cultures sug- 
gests that contextual factors need to be taken into account 
in explaining this pattern of sex differences. 


Whatever the explanation, it’s important for parents 
and school counselors to bear in mind that early-maturing 
girls are at heightened risk for psychological problems. 
Unfortunately, as long as our culture overvalues thinness 
and encourages the view that females should be judged 
on the basis of their physical appearance rather than 
their abilities, values, or personality, the risks of early 
puberty will probably endure. Adults can help by being 
supportive, by helping the early-maturing girl recognize 
her strengths and positive features—physical and non- 
physical alike—and by preparing her for puberty before it 
takes place. 

Like their male counterparts, early-maturing girls are 
also more likely to become involved in problem behavior, 
including delinquency, drinking, and drug use; to have 
school problems; and to experience early sexual inter- 
course (Beltz et al., 2020; Verhoef et al., 2014). This is 
true in Europe and the United States (Silbereisen et al., 
1989) and across ethnic groups within the United States 
(Baams et al., 2015; Deardorff et al., 2005). 

These problems appear to arise because early-maturing 
girls, like early-maturing boys, are more likely to spend 
time unsupervised (Kretschmer, Oliver, & Maughan, 
2014), hanging out with older adolescents, especially 
older adolescent boys, who initiate them into activities 
that might otherwise be delayed (Negriff, Susman, & 
Trickett, 2011b; Savolainen et al., 2015); early-maturers 
whose parents are not very knowledgeable about their 
daughter’s activities are especially likely to get into trou- 
ble (Marceau, Abar, & Jackson, 2015). This situation is 
worsened by the fact that, as early maturers start to get 
involved in more problem behavior, they start to lose 
their friends who aren’t interested in these activities 
(Franken et al., 2016). Other explanations for the link 
between early maturation and girls’ problem behavior 
have also been proposed: Some research suggests that the 
association may be partly due to common genetic influ- 
ences (i.e., some of the genes that influence the timing of 
puberty also influence involvement in delinquency) 
(Harden & Mendle, 2012; Vaughan et al., 2015). Another 
found that early maturation leads to early sexual activity, 
which in turn leads to delinquency (Negriff, Susman, & 
Trickett, 2011b). 

Again, however, it is important to consider the role of 
context in interaction with pubertal change. Although 
early-maturing girls are more likely to engage in delin- 
quent behavior than late maturers, this is true only for 
girls who attend coeducational high schools (Caspi et al., 
1993). Early-maturing girls in all-female schools are no 
more likely than late maturers to be involved in delin- 
quent activities, presumably because there are far fewer 
opportunities for delinquency in same-sex schools. Thus, 
while early puberty may predispose girls toward more 
frequent and earlier deviance, this predisposition may 
be realized only in an environment that permits the 
behavior—such as a school or out-of-school setting that 
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places early-maturing girls in close contact with older 
boys (Stattin, Kerr, & Skoog, 2011). Similarly, among 
both boys and girls, the impact of early maturation on 
problem behavior or depression is accentuated when ado- 
lescents have many stressful life events, have harsh and 
inconsistent parents, or live in disadvantaged urban 
neighborhoods (Benoit, Lacourse, & Claes, 2013; Dear- 
dorff et al., 2013; Obeidallah et al., 2004). This helps 
explain why the impact of early maturation on problem 
behavior is relatively greater among minority adolescents, 
who are more likely to live in poor communities (Negriff 
& Susman, 2011); early maturation does not have espe- 
cially adverse effects on Black girls who don’t live in poor 
neighborhoods (Carter et al., 2011; DeRose et al., 2011). 

The earlier involvement of early-maturing girls in prob- 
lem behavior may adversely affect their long-term educa- 
tional achievement and mental health. In one study of 
Swedish girls, the school problems of early-maturing girls 
persisted over time, leading to the development of nega- 
tive attitudes toward school and lower educational aspira- 
tions. In young adulthood, there were marked differences 
between early- and late-maturing girls’ educational attain- 
ment; late-maturing girls were twice as likely as early 
maturers to continue beyond the compulsory minimum 
number of years of high school (Magnusson, Stattin, & 
Allen, 1986). In a different study, of American girls, 
researchers found that women who had been early matur- 
ers reported higher levels of psychological distress and 
were more likely than others to have experienced a seri- 
ous mental disorder at some point in adolescence or 
young adulthood (Graber et al.,2004). Early-maturing 
girls are also more likely to experience poorer physical 
health in adulthood (Belsky & Shalev, 2016). 


making the cultural 

connection 

Consider the research on the psychological 
consequences of early versus late maturation in males 
and females. Most of this research has been done in the 
United States. Are the effects of being early, on time, or 
late likely to be similar in different parts of the world? 


Obesity and Eating Disorders 


Although a variety of nutritional and behavioral factors 
can lead to weight gain during adolescence, weight 
gain sometimes results directly from the physical changes 
of puberty. Not only does the ratio of body fat to mus- 
cle increase markedly during 
puberty (especially in girls) but 
the body’s basal metabolism 
rate—the minimal amount of 
energy used when resting—also 


basal metabolism rate 


used by the body during a 
resting state. 


The minimal amount of energy 
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body mass index (BMI) 

A measure of an individual's 
body fat, the ratio of weight to 
height; used to gauge 
overweight and obesity. 
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drops about 15%. (A person’s 
weight is partly dependent on 
this rate.) In light of the tre- 
mendous emphasis that con- 
temporary society places on 
being thin, the normal weight 
gain and change in body composition that accompany 
puberty lead many adolescents, especially girls, to become 
extremely concerned about their weight. 


Obesity 


Many adolescents, of course, have legitimate concerns 
about being overweight. The easiest way to determine 
whether someone is overweight is to calculate his or her 
body mass index (BMI). Individuals are considered obese 
if their BMI is at or above the 95th percentile for people 
of the same age and gender, at great risk for obesity if 
their BMI is at or above the 90th percentile, and over- 
weight if their BMI is at or above the 85th percentile 
(Zametkin et al., 2004). (Charts showing the BMI cutoffs 
for males and females of different ages can be found at 
www.cdc.gov/growthcharts.) Using this definition, about 
2076 of adolescents in the United States are obese and 
another 20% are overweight, rates that increased dramat- 
ically between 1970 and 2000 and have continued to 
climb since then (Skinner et al., 2018) (see Figure 1.10). 
Alarmingly, nearly half of all 16- to 19-year-old females in 
the United States are overweight or obese. Obesity is the 
single most serious public health problem afflicting 
American teenagers. The adolescent obesity epidemic is 
by no means limited to the United States, however, and 
has been documented in many other industrialized and 
developing nations (Braithwaite et al., 2013). 


Correlates and Consequences of Obesity Obesity 
is the result of the interplay of genetic and environmental 


Figure 110 The percentage of adolescents 
who are overweight or obese has increased 
significantly. Source: Skinner, Ravanbakht, Skelton, 60 
Perrin, & Armstrong. (2018). Prevalence of obesity and 
severe obesity in US Children, 1999-2016, Table 2. 
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factors (Zametkin et al., 2004). Recent neuroimaging 
studies find that individuals at risk for obesity show rela- 
tively greater activation of the brain's reward centers in 
general, heightened responses to images of food, and 
poorer impulse control (Lavagnino et al., 2016; Rapuano 
et al., 2016). Obesity is especially prevalent among poor 
youth and among Black, Latinx, and Native American 
adolescents (Burdette & Needham, 2012; Huh et al., 
2012; Skinner et al.,2018). There is also worrisome evi- 
dence that, with each successive generation born in the 
United States, Latinx youth show increasingly poorer 
nutrition (M. L. Allen et al., 2007). 

Research on the psychological consequences of obe- 
sity has not led to consistent conclusions, in part because 
the psychological correlates of being overweight vary 
across ethnic groups, with more adverse correlates seen 
among White and Latinx than Black adolescents (BeLue, 
Francis, & Colaco, 2009). While some studies show 
higher levels of psychological distress among obese indi- 
viduals (such as depression and low self-esteem), many 
studies show no such effect, and some research indicates 
that psychological problems can both cause and result in 
weight gains (Qualter et al., 2018; Zametkin et al., 2004). 
To complicate things even further, the impact of obesity 
on mental health depends on the adolescent's school: 
Heavier adolescents report more problems in schools in 
which there is a lot of “weight-policing” (Juvonen et al., 
2019). The long-term psychological consequences of obe- 
sity in adolescence appear to be greater for females than 
males, perhaps because overweight girls are teased more 
than overweight boys (Lampard et al., 2014). 

Because nearly 80% of obese adolescents will become 
obese adults, obesity during adolescence places the indi- 
vidual at much higher risk for other health problems, 
including hypertension (high blood pressure), high choles- 
terol levels, diabetes, and premature death (Ma et al., 
2011). The good news is that the long-term health 
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consequences of adolescent obesity disappear among indi- 
viduals who are not obese as adults (Juonala, Magnussen, 
& Berenson, 2011). Increasing one’s physical activity in 
adolescence is also associated with improved academic 
performance (Bezold et al., 2014; Srikanth et al., 2015) and 
diminished risk for depression (McPhie & Rawana, 2015). 

Genetic factors are important contributors to obesity, 
but the condition also has strong environmental causes. 
Although rates of adolescent obesity differ from country 
to country, the factors that contribute to it are similar in 
different parts of the world (Braithwaite et al., 2013). It’s 
not rocket science: Too many adolescents eat too much 
high-calorie, low-fiber food (drinking far too many sugary 
soft drinks and consuming too much junk food), and too 
few are physically active, spending excessive amounts of 
time with television, video games, and electronic media, 
and not enough time exercising or playing sports (Bai 
et al., 2016; Suchert, Hanewinkel, & Isensee, 2016). 

There is a pronounced increase in sedentary behavior 
between childhood and adolescence, which continues as 
adolescence progresses, especially among girls (Beal et al., 
2016; Ortega et al., 2013). In one study of American ado- 
lescents, only one-fourth reported a lifestyle characterized 
by high levels of physical activity and diets high in fruits 
and vegetables; another quarter reported lots of time 
watching TV or on the computer and diets high in sweets, 
soft drinks, and chips; and the remaining half fell some- 
where in between these extremes (Iannotti & Wang, 2013). 
Itislikely that this situation worsened during the COVID-19 
pandemic because many young people were not able to go 
to school, which impacted their participation in physical 
education classes and extracurricular sports. 

In addition, as noted earlier, inadequate sleep also 
contributes to weight gain, and there has been an increase 
in the proportion of adolescents who are sleep-deprived. 
The combination of poor nutrition, insufficient exercise, 
and inadequate sleep is a recipe for obesity (Spruijt-Metz, 
2011). And because adolescents tend to affiliate with 
peers who share their tastes and interests (including, liter- 
ally, tastes in food), obese teenagers are relatively more 
likely to have obese friends, which may reinforce bad hab- 
its (de la Haye et al., 2013; Simpkins et al., 2013); in con- 
trast, physically active teens are more likely to have 
physically active friends (Marks et al., 2015). Attending a 
high school where a large proportion of juniors and 
seniors are obese significantly increases the likelihood 
that the freshmen and sophomores will be obese, too 
(Leatherdale & Papadakis, 2011). Finally, numerous stud- 
ies have shown that exposure to adversity early in life is 
associated with obesity in adolescence, perhaps because 
stress exposure can undermine the subsequent develop- 
ment of self control (Bae, Wickrama, & O'Neal, 2014; 
Hanson et al., 2013). 


Preventing and Treating Obesity Much recent 
attention has focused on the availability of unhealthy 
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foods and beverages in and near American schools (Hoyt 
et al., 2014). Manufacturers of high-calorie and high-fat 
foods have been criticized for marketing these products to 
younger children because food preferences are known to 
develop largely during early childhood (IOM and NRC, 
2006). Of course, although schools and advertisers 
undoubtedly influence what children and adolescents eat 
and drink, the bulk of what children and adolescents put 
into their mouths comes from their own homes. Obesity is 
less likely to develop among adolescents who have good 
relationships with their parents, probably because they are 
more likely to share family meals at which healthy food is 
served (Berge et al., 2010; Hammons & Fiese, 2011). In 
addition, the availability of parks and recreational facili- 
ties is linked to lower rates of obesity, as is parental encour- 
agement of exercise (Nesbit et al., 2014; Spruijt-Metz, 
2011). Taken together, these studies indicate that prevent- 
ing obesity will require multifaceted efforts involving par- 
ents, the mass media, food and beverage manufacturers, 
restaurants, schools, and communities. 

Research has also evaluated a variety of approaches to 
individual weight loss, including behavioral therapy 
designed to gradually alter patterns of diet and exercise 
and medications designed to promote weight loss. Ado- 
lescents can be taught to successfully regulate their crav- 
ings for food (Silvers et al., 2014). Several evaluations 
indicate that the combination of behavior modification 
and weight-loss medication is more effective than either 
component by itself (Kirschenbaum & Gierut, 2013). 
Although some weight-loss programs have been shown to 
work, there is wide variability in success rates, depending 
on the nature of the program (Sarwer & Dilks, 2012; 
Stice, Shaw, & Marti, 2006). One thing is certain, though: 
Radical approaches to weight control—fad diets and the 
like—actually increase, rather than decrease, obesity 
(Neumark-Sztainer et al., 2012; Stice et al., 2005; Zhang 
et al, 2011). Ironically, adolescents who mistakenly 
believe that they are overweight often engage in unhealthy 
dieting behavior, which actually increases the likelihood 
that they will become obese (Sutin & Terracciano, 2015). 


Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia, and Binge 
Eating Disorder 


Health-care professionals are concerned not only about 
adolescents who are obese but also about adolescents 
who have unhealthy attitudes toward eating and toward 
their body image. Only about one-fourth of American 
adolescents are highly satisfied with their body (A. Kelly 
et al., 2005). More than half of all adolescent girls con- 
sider themselves overweight and have attempted to diet 
(Fisher et al., 1995). 


disordered eating 

Mild, moderate, or severe 
disturbance in eating habits 
and attitudes. 


Disordered Eating Experts 
today think about disordered 
eating on a continuum, ranging 
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anorexia nervosa 

An eating disorder found 
chiefly among young women, 
characterized by dramatic and 
severe self-induced weight loss. 


bulimia 

An eating disorder found 
primarily among young women, 
characterized by a pattern of 
binge eating and extreme 
weight-loss measures, including 
self-induced vomiting. 


binge eating disorder 
An eating disorder 
characterized by a pattern 
of binge eating that is not 
accompanied by drastic 
attempts to lose weight. 


The Fundamental Changes of Adolescence 


from dieting that may be unnec- 
essary but not unhealthy, to dis- 
ordered eating that is unhealthy 
but not at a level requiring treat- 
ment, to full-blown clinical dis- 
orders (Tyrka, Graber, & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2000). Disor- 
dered eating is associated with a 
range of stress-related psycho- 
logical problems, including poor 
body image, depression, alcohol 
and tobacco use, and poor inter- 
personal relationships (Eichen 
et al., 2012; Neumark-Sztainer 
et al., 1998). It is not clear, how- 
ever, whether these problems 
precede or follow from the eat- 
ing disorder (Leon et al., 1999). 


Studies of magazines aimed at women and adolescent 


girls reveal clear and consistent messages implying that 
women cannot be beautiful without being slim and pro- 
moting a range of weight loss products (Davison & 
McCabe, 2011). Exposure to commercials containing 
images of females with idealized thin bodies increases 
girls’ dissatisfaction with their own bodies (Rodgers, 
McLean, & Paxton, 2015). Interestingly, among Latinx 
girls in the United States, those who are more American- 
ized are significantly more likely to develop disordered 
eating than those who are less acculturated (Gowen et al., 
1999). Girls whose mothers have body image problems 
are especially likely to engage in extreme weight loss 
behaviors (Ogle & Damhorst, 2003), as are those who 
report more negative relationships with their parents 
(Archibald, Graber, & Brooks-Gunn, 1999). 


Body dissatisfaction during adolescence can lead to disordered 
eating. GlobalStock/Getty Images 


Some young women become so concerned about gain- 
ing weight that they take drastic—and dangerous—measures 
to remain thin. In the more severe cases, young women 
who suffer from an eating disorder called anorexia nervosa 
actually starve themselves in an effort to keep their weight 
down. Others go on eating binges and then force them- 
selves to vomit or take laxatives to avoid gaining weight, a 
pattern associated with an eating disorder called bulimia. A 
related disorder is binge eating disorder (Tanofsky-Kraff, 
Schvey, & Grilo, 2020). Individuals with binge eating disor- 
der frequently report loss of control while eating, during 
which they consume large quantities of food in a short 
period of time and feel distressed about doing so but do not 
try to compensate for their binges through extreme weight- 
loss measures, such as purging. As a consequence, individ- 
uals with binge eating disorder are at high risk for obesity. 

Adolescents with these sorts of eating disorders have 
an extremely disturbed body image: They may see them- 
selves as overweight when they are actually underweight, 
or they simply may be excessively unhappy with their 
appearance. Some anorexic youngsters may lose between 
25% and 50% of their body weight. As you might expect, 
bulimia and anorexia, if untreated, lead to a variety of 
serious physical problems. Nearly 20% of anorexic teen- 
agers inadvertently starve themselves to death. 

Anorexia and bulimia each began to receive a great 
deal of popular attention during the 1980s because of 
their dramatic nature and their frequent association in 
the mass media with celebrities. Perhaps because of this 
attention, initial reports characterized these eating disor- 
ders as being of epidemic proportion. Although unhealthy 
eating and unnecessary dieting are prevalent among teen- 
agers, the combined incidence of clinically defined 
anorexia, bulimia, and binge eating disorder among ado- 
lescents is substantially lower, about 4.5% (Flament et al., 
2015). About 1% of women will develop anorexia in their 
lifetime, about 1.5% will develop bulimia, and about 3.5% 
will develop binge eating disorder (Hudson et al., 2007). 
Rates among females are substantially higher than among 
males: Anorexia and bulimia are three times more preva- 
lent among females than males, and binge eating disorder 
is about twice as prevalent among females. 

Although it is widely believed that eating disorders are 
especially common among affluent, suburban, White, and 
Asian American girls, systematic studies do not support 
this contention. Disordered eating and body dissatisfac- 
tion have been reported among poor as well as affluent 
teenagers and among Black and Latinx as well as Asian 
and White youngsters. Generally speaking, eating disor- 
ders decline between childhood and early adolescence 
but increase between mid-adolescence and young adult- 
hood, although the are ethnic differences in the age of 
onset and progression, with more Black females reporting 
more dieting and disordered eating than White females as 
preteens but less as young adults, which likely reflects the 
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Figure 111 Black females report more dieting and 
disordered eating than White females as preteens 

but less as young adults. Source: Bodell, Wildes, Cheng, 

Goldschmidt, Keenan, Hipwell, & Stepp. (2018). 


fact that Black girls on average begin puberty at a younger 
age (see Figure 1.11) (Bodell et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2013; 
Olvera et al., 2015). 


Body Dissatisfaction Although the incidence of clin- 
ical eating disorders is small, the proportion of adoles- 
cents who are unhappy with their body shape or weight is 
not. In one study, more than a third of girls whose weight 
was considered normal by medical and health standards 
believed that they were overweight—including 5% who 
actually were underweight by medical criteria. (In con- 
trast, fewer than 7% of normal-weight boys and no under- 
weight boys described themselves as being overweight.) 
More than 70% of the girls reported that they would like 
to be thinner than they are (as opposed to one-third of the 
boys), and more than 80% said that being thinner would 
make them happier, more successful, and more popular 
(Paxton et al., 1991). 

Dissatisfaction with body shape and weight is likely to 
lead to the development of eating problems (Francisco 
et al., 2015; Rodgers et al., 2016), depression (Stice & Bear- 
man, 2001; Stice et al., 2000), and the initiation of smoking 
and drinking (Andrew, Tiggemann, & Clark, 2016). More 
than half of high school girls have engaged in some form of 
unhealthy behavior (e.g., fasting, smoking, vomiting after 
eating, using diet pills) in order to lose weight (Croll et al., 
2002), although there is evidence that this practice has 
waned somewhat in recent years (Park et al., 2014). 

Unfortunately, many girls gain weight during puberty, 
and for early adolescent girls, being overweight is highly 
correlated with being seen as unattractive by others 
(Rosenblum & Lewis, 1999). Despite adults’ wishes that 
girls not place so much emphasis on being thin, the wide- 
spread belief among adolescent girls that being slim will 
increase their popularity, especially with boys, is in fact 
based in reality (Halpern et al., 1999). That is, the 
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pressure girls feel to be thin in order to attract boys does 
not just come from television, movies, and magazines; it 
comes from their actual experience. One analysis found 
that each 1-point increase in a young woman's BMI was 
associated with a 6% decrease in the probability of her 
being in a romantic relationship (Halpern et al., 2005). In 
that study, a 5-foot 3-inch tall girl who weighed 110 pounds 
was twice as likely to date as a girl of the same height and 
level of pubertal maturity who weighed 126 pounds. 

Fewer studies have examined body dissatisfaction 
among adolescent boys, although it is clear that there is 
an idealized, muscular, male body type that many boys 
aspire to; according to one study, 40% of normal-weight 
boys and one-fourth of overweight or obese boys report 
trying to gain weight (Nagata et al., 2019). As is the case 
with girls, boys who do not fit this image report more 
body dissatisfaction, but the relation between appearance 
and body dissatisfaction among males is more compli- 
cated than it is among females. Whereas being heavy is 
the main source of dissatisfaction among girls, being 
heavy or being thin are both sources of dissatisfaction 
among boys (Calzo et al., 2012) (see Figure 1.12). As is 
the case among girls, being teased by peers about one’s 
body is a significant source of distress for boys (Lawler & 
Nixon, 2011). 


Contributing Factors Historical and cross-cultural 
trends in the prevalence of anorexia and bulimia point to 
important differences between the two disorders (Keel & 
Klump, 2003). Whereas anorexia has been observed all 
over the world, bulimia has been reported mainly in West- 
ern cultures or in cultures exposed to strong Western 
influences. (Because binge eating disorder is a relatively 
new diagnosis, we do not yet have good cross-cultural 
data on its prevalence, but it appears to have more in 
common with bulimia than anorexia.) And whereas 
anorexia has increased in prevalence steadily over time, 
the prevalence of bulimia increased significantly between 
1970 and 1990 but has declined somewhat since then, 
despite the fact that individuals’ BMI has continued to 
increase (Cash et al., 2004). This suggests that bulimia is 
a much more culturally determined disorder than is 
anorexia. Consistent with this, the degree to which 
anorexia is an inherited disorder is far more comparable 
from one culture to another than is the case for bulimia. 
Today, experts view eating disorders as part of a more 
general syndrome of psychological distress. Many studies 
have found links between eating disorders and other seri- 
ous mental health problems, such as depression, obsessive- 
compulsive disorder, or substance abuse; many adoles- 
cents with eating disorders display such psychological 
problems (Lee & Vaillancourt, 2018; Sharpe et al., 2018; 
Verschuren et al., 2020), and depression sometimes pre- 
cedes the development of an eating disorder, rather than 
the reverse (Ferreiro et al., 2014). These studies suggest 
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Figure 1.12 Body 100 
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that eating disorders may be best understood as particu- 
lar manifestations of a more general underlying psycho- 
logical problem—called “internalized distress"—that can 
be displayed in a variety of ways (Juarascio et al., 2016). 
In support of this view, some evidence suggests that the 
same medications that are successful in treating depres- 
sion and obsessive-compulsive disorder are useful in treat- 
ing bulimia (but not anorexia) (Walsh et al., 2006). Eating 
disorders that are accompanied by other psychological 
problems, such as depression, are more likely to persist 
into adulthood (Goldschmidt et al., 2016). 

Given that anorexia and bulimia are far more common 
in females than males, broader social forces are probably 
a main factor in the development of these eating disor- 
ders (Keel & Klump, 2003). Research indicates that girls 
who are early maturers are likely to report greater dissat- 
isfaction with their body and to be at greater risk for 
disordered eating (Greenspan & Deardorff, 2014); that 
girls who perceive that they are under pressure to be thin 
or who have accepted thinness as an ideal toward which 
to strive are more susceptible to eating disorders 
(Fairweather-Schmidt & Wade, 2016; Stice & Van Ryzin, 
2019); and that girls who turn to popular magazines for 
information about dieting and appearance are more likely 
to have a high drive for thinness, low body satisfaction, 
and disturbed patterns of eating (Jones, Vigfusdottir, & 
Lee, 2004). Some adolescents seem to pay special atten- 
tion to information and imagery about physical appear- 
ance, which makes them especially vulnerable to feelings 
of body dissatisfaction (Saunders & Frazier, 2017; 
Verschuren et al., 2020). 

Adolescents’ beliefs about ideal body types are also 
shaped by the people they spend time with. Girls’ atti- 
tudes toward eating and dieting are influenced by the atti- 
tudes of their parents (especially their mothers) and 
friends (Rodgers et al., 2016; Salafia & Gondoli, 2011; 
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Simone, Long, & Lockhart, 2018), as well as frequent use 
of social media (De vries et al., 2016). Being teased about 
one's weight is especially likely to lead to disordered eat- 
ing, as well as symptoms of depression (Zimmer-Gelbeck 
et al., 2020). 

Just because cultural factors contribute to the develop- 
ment of disordered eating doesn't mean that individual 
characteristics do not play a role as well. Cultural condi- 
tions may predispose females more than males toward dis- 
ordered eating, and girls and young women who have 
certain genetic vulnerabilities (eating disorders are partly 
heritable), psychological traits (such as proneness to 
depression or low self-esteem), physical characteristics 
(such as early pubertal maturation), familial characteris- 
tics (such as strained relations with parents), or social 
concerns (such as a strong interest in dating) may be more 
likely to develop problems (Nagata et al., 2018). One study 
found that the likelihood of a 9th-grader developing disor- 
dered eating, such as binge eating or purging, could be 
predicted from the adolescent's proneness toward nega- 
tive affect in fifth grade, before there were any signs of 
disordered eating (Pearson & Smith, 2015). The onset of 
eating disorders, like so many aspects of adolescent devel- 
opment, is likely the product of a complex interaction 
between individual and contextual factors. 

Less is known about the causes and consequences of 
body dissatisfaction among adolescent males than among 
females, but many contemporary adolescent boys feel 
pressure to be especially muscular, and some engage in 
unhealthy behaviors, such as anabolic steroid use, 
"driven" exercise, and fasting in order to develop an 
appearance that is more similar to the idealized male 
body type (Davis, Guller, & Smith, 2016; Ricciardelli & 
McCabe, 2004). Moreover, body dissatisfaction is predic- 
tive of dieting, unhealthy weight control behaviors, and 
binge eating among males as well as females, regardless of 


whether they are actually overweight (Lewis-Smith et al., 
2020; Neumark-Sztainer et al., 2006). Studies of male 
adolescents in China have found similar patterns 
(Jackson & Chen, 2014). 

A variety of therapeutic approaches have been 
employed successfully in the treatment of eating disor- 
ders, including individual psychotherapy and cognitive 
behavioral therapy, group therapy, family therapy, and 
antidepressant medications (Stice, Shaw, & Ochner, 
2011). The treatment of anorexia often requires hospital- 
ization initially in order to ensure that starvation does not 
progress to fatal or near-fatal levels. The treatment of buli- 
mia and binge eating disorder, especially with cognitive 
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behavioral therapy, has proven far more successful than 
the treatment of anorexia. 


making the practical 
connection 

What might be done to counter the impact of cultural 
pressures that encourage the development of eating 
disorders among young women? Is the spread of Western 
media around the world likely to contribute to rising rates 
of eating disorders in other countries? 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 


39 


Changes in Cognition Adolescent Thinking in Context 
Thinking About Possibilities Social Cognition in Adolescence 
Thinking About Abstract Concepts Adolescent Risk Taking 


Thinking About Thinking 
Thinking in Multiple Dimensions 
Adolescent Relativism 


J 
The Piagetian View of Adolescent Thinking 
The Information-Processing View of 

Adolescent Thinking 

The Adolescent Brain 
How Your Brain Works 
The Age of Opportunity 
What Changes in Adolescence? 
Implications for Adolescent Behavior 


| nces in Intelli 
in 


The Measurement of IQ 
Culture and Intelligence 


brainmaster/Getty Images 


o 
o 
o 


40 ü o o? e? 


o 
o 
o 


Changes in cognition, or thinking, represent the 
second of three fundamental changes that occur during 
adolescence—in addition to puberty and the transition into 
new social roles. Like developments in the other two 
domains, the cognitive transitions of adolescence have 
far-reaching implications for the young person’s psycho- 
logical development and social relations. Indeed, the 
expansion of thought during adolescence represents as 
significant an event and as important an influence on the 
adolescent’s development and behavior as puberty. 

During the last two decades, scientists have made tre- 
mendous gains in understanding brain maturation during 
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adolescence through the use of imaging techniques that 
permit us to look inside the adolescent brain, just as an 
X-ray permits physicians to look directly at bones. We now 
have a good idea of how the brain's structure and patterns 
of activity change during adolescence and the implications 
of these changes for behavioral, emotional, and, of course, 
cognitive development. Later in this chapter, we'll look 
at brain maturation in adolescence in detail. But let's begin 
by simply describing how adolescents think and, more 
importantly, how their thinking differs from that of children 
and adults. 


Changes in Cognition 


Most people would agree that adolescents are "smarter" 
than children. Teenagers clearly know more than chil- 
dren—after all, the longer we live, the more opportunities 
we have to acquire new information. But adolescents also 
think in ways that are more advanced, more efficient, and 
generally more effective than children (Keating, 2011; 
Kuhn, 2009). Compared to children: 


* Adolescents are better at thinking about what is 
possible, instead of limiting their thinking to what 
is real. 


* Adolescents are better at thinking about abstract things. 

* Adolescents think more often about the process of 
thinking itself. 

* Adolescents’ thinking is more often multidimensional, 
rather than limited to a single issue. 

* Adolescents are more likely to see things as relative, 
rather than as absolute. 


Let's look at each of these advantages—and some of their 
implications for adolescents’ behavior—in greater detail. 


Thinking About Possibilities 


Children's thinking is oriented to the here and now-to 
things and events that they can observe directly. But ado- 
lescents are able to consider what they observe against a 
backdrop of what is possible. Put another way, for the 
child, what is possible is what is real; for the adolescent, 
what is real is just a subset of what is possible. This allows 
adolescents to think "*counterfactually"—to think not only 
about how things actually are but also to think about what 
might have been (Beck & Riggs, 2014). 

Consider how individuals think about themselves. 
Children don't wonder, the way adolescents often do, 
about how their personalities might change in the future 


or how they might have been different had they grown up 
under different circumstances. When you are a child, you 
simply are who you are. In adolescence, though, who you 
are is just one possibility of who you could be. 

This does not mean that children are incapable of 
imagination or fantasy. Nor does it mean that children 
are unable to conceive of things being different from what 
they observe. But adolescents are able to move easily 
between the actual and the possible, to generate alterna- 
tive possibilities and explanations systematically, and to 
compare the ways things are with the way they might be 
under different circumstances. 

The adolescent's ability to reason systematically in 
terms of what is possible comes in handy when learning 
math and science. The study of mathematics in junior and 
senior high school (algebra, geometry, and trigonometry) 
often requires that you begin with an abstract or theoret- 
ical formulation; for example, "the square of a right trian- 
gle's hypotenuse is equal to the sum of the squares of the 
other two sides" (the Pythagorean theorem). This theo- 
rem is a proposition about all possible right triangles, not 
just triangles that you might actually observe. In mathe- 
matics, you learn how to apply these theorems to con- 
crete examples (that is, real triangles). You understand 
that the theorem still holds true even for right triangles 
you have never seen. Scientific experimentation also 
involves the ability to generate possibilities systemati- 
cally. In a chemistry experiment in which you are trying 
to identify an unknown substance by performing various 
tests, you must first be able to imagine alternative possi- 
bilities for the substance's identity in order to know what 
tests to conduct. 

The adolescent's use of this sort of thinking is not 
limited to mathematical or scientific problem solving. We 
see it in the types of arguments adolescents employ, in 
which they are better able than children to envision and 
anticipate the possible responses of an opponent and to 
have one or more counterarguments handy. 
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Although many parents believe that their children become more 
argumentative during adolescence, what is more likely going on 
is that the cognitive changes of the period enable them to be 
better arguers. Tetra Images/Getty Images 


making the practical 
connection 
In what ways did your high school classes take advantage 
of the advanced thinking abilities that develop in 
adolescence? In what ways were opportunities to do this 
missed? What might teachers do to stimulate more 
advanced thinking? 


Related to the development of reasoning abilities is 
the emergence of hypothetical, or *ifthen," thinking. In 
order to think hypothetically, you need to see beyond 
what is directly observable and apply logical reasoning to 
anticipate what might be possible. Being able to plan 
ahead, to see the future consequences of an action, and to 
provide alternative explanations of events all require 
being able to think hypothetically. 

Hypothetical thinking has important implications for 
the adolescent's social behavior. Taking the perspective of 
others enables the adolescent to think through what 
someone else might be thinking or feeling (*If I were in 
her situation, I’d be pretty angry"). This helps in formu- 
lating and arguing a viewpoint because it allows adoles- 
cents to think a step ahead of the opposition—a cognitive 
tool that can come in handy when dealing with parents 
(“If they come back with “You have to stay home and 
clean up the garage,’ then l'll remind them about the time 
they let my sister go out when she had chores to do”). 

Many parents believe that 


is that their children become better arguers (Steinberg, 
2011). Adolescents don't accept other people's points of 
view unquestioningly-including their parents' viewpoints. 
They evaluate them against other theoretically possible 
beliefs. This improvement in the adolescent's intellectual 
ability likely contributes to the bickering and squabbling 
that often occur between teenagers and their parents 
(Smetana, 1989). 


Thinking About Abstract Concepts 


The appearance of more systematic, abstract thinking is a 
second notable aspect of cognitive development during 
adolescence. We noted earlier that children's thinking is 
more concrete and more bound to observable events and 
objects than is that of adolescents. This difference is 
clear when we consider the ability to deal with abstract 
concepts—things that cannot be experienced directly 
through the senses. 

Abstract thinking is clearly seen in adolescents' ability 
to think in more advanced ways about interpersonal rela- 
tionships, politics, philosophy, religion, and morality— 
topics that involve such abstract concepts as friendship, 
faith, democracy, fairness, and honesty. The growth of 
social thinking during adolescence is directly related to 
the young person's improving ability to think abstractly. 
Later in this chapter, we'll examine the ways in which 
socialthinking—generally referredto as *social cognition"— 
improves in adolescence. 


Thinking About Thinking 


A third gain in cognitive ability during adolescence 
involves thinking about thinking itself, a process some- 
times referred to as metacognition. Metacognition often 
involves monitoring your own cognitive activity during 
the thinking process; for example, when you consciously 
use a strategy for remembering something (such as the 
mnemonic device Every Good Boy Deserves Fun to recall 
that the notes of the treble clef are E-G-B-D-F) or when 
you make sure you've understood something you're read- 
ing before going on to the next paragraph. 

Because adolescents are better at thinking about their 
own thoughts, they are much better at monitoring their 
own learning (Crone et al, 2006; Kuhn, 2009). While 
studying, adolescents are able to step back and assess 
how well they are learning the material. Doing this 
enables them to pace their studying accordingly—to speed 
up and skim the material if they feel that they are learning 
it easily or to slow down and repeat a section if they are 
having a hard time. Brain systems that are active when 
individuals are monitoring their own performance con- 


metacognition 
The process of thinking about 
thinking itself. 


their children become more argu- 
mentative during adolescence. 
What probably happens, though, 


tinue to mature throughout adolescence and early adult- 
hood, which may help the development of metacognition 
(Ladouceur, Dahl, & Carter, 2007). 


Thinking about thinking also leads to increased intro- 
spection and self-consciousness. When we are introspec- 
tive, we are thinking about our own emotions. When we 
are self-conscious, we are thinking about how others 
think about us. These processes permit the sorts of 
self-examination and exploration that are important tools 
for establishing a coherent sense of identity. 


Adolescent Egocentrism The ability to think about 
thinking sometimes results in problems for young adoles- 
cents before they adjust to having such powerful cognitive 
tools. Being able to introspect, for instance, may lead to 
periods of extreme self-absorption—referred to as “adoles- 
cent egocentrism” (Elkind, 1967). Adolescent egocentrism 
results in two distinct problems in thinking that help to 
explain some of the seemingly odd beliefs and behaviors of 
teenagers (Goossens, Seiffge-Krenke, & Marcoen, 1992). 
The first, the imaginary audience, comes from having 
such a heightened sense of self-consciousness that you 
imagine that your behavior is the focus of everyone else’s 
attention. For example, a teenager who is going to a con- 
cert with 10,000 other people may worry about dressing 
the right way because “everybody will notice.” Given the 
cognitive limitations of adolescent egocentrism, it is hard 
to persuade young adolescents that the “audience” is not 
all that concerned with their behavior or appearance. We 
now know that the parts of the brain that process social 
information—such as perceptions of what others are 
thinking—undergo significant change during early adoles- 
cence, just when self-consciousness is increasing (Mills 
et al., 2014b; Pfeifer et al., 2013; Somerville et al., 2013). 
A second problem resulting from adolescent egocen- 
trism is called the personal fable. The personal fable 
revolves around the adolescent’s egocentric (and errone- 
ous) belief that his or her experiences are unique. For 
instance, an adolescent teenager whose relationship with a 
girlfriend has just ended might tell his sympathetic mother 
that she could not possibly understand what it feels like to 
break up with someone—even though breaking up is some- 
thing that most people experience plenty of times in life. 
Maintaining a personal fable of uniqueness has some ben- 
efits, in that it enhances adolescents’ self-esteem and feel- 
ings of self-importance. But holding on to a personal fable 
also can be dangerous: think about a sexually active adoles- 
cent who believes that pregnancy simply won’t happen to 
her or a reckless driver who believes that he will defy the 
laws of nature by taking hairpin turns at breakneck speed. 


n 


making the personal 
connection 
Think back to your own adolescence. Can you recall 
times when you experienced an imaginary audience? 
How about more recently? Do you think this happened 
more when you were younger than it does now? 
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Thinking in Multiple Dimensions 


A fourth way in which thinking changes during adolescence 
involves the ability to think about things in multiple dimen- 
sions (Kuhn, 2009). Whereas children tend to think about 
things one aspect at a time, adolescents can see things 
through more complicated lenses. For instance, when a cer- 
tain batter comes up to the plate in a baseball game, a pre- 
adolescent who knows that the player has a good home-run 
record might exclaim that the batter will hit the ball out of 
the stadium. An adolescent, however, would consider the 
hitter's record in relation to the specific pitcher on the 
mound and would weigh both factors before making a pre- 
diction (perhaps this player often hits homers against left- 
handed pitchers but frequently strikes out against righties). 

The ability to think in multidimensional terms is evi- 
dent in a variety of situations. Adolescents can give much 
more complicated answers than children to questions 
such as "Why did the Civil War begin?" or *How did Jane 
Austen's novels reflect the changing position of women 
in European society?" Thorough answers to these sorts of 
questions require thinking about several dimensions 
simultaneously because many factors led to the Civil War, 
just as many factors affected the way in which people 
reacted to Austen's work. 

As is the case with other gains in cognitive ability, the 
ability of individuals to think in multiple dimensions also 
has consequences outside of school. Adolescents describe 
themselves and others in more complicated terms (“I’m 
shy with strangers but extroverted with people once I've 
met them") and find it easier to look at problems from 
multiple perspectives (“I know that's the way you see it, 
but try to look at it from her point of view"). Understand- 
ing that people's personalities are not one-sided or that 
social situations can have different interpretations permits 
the adolescent to have far more sophisticated—and far 
more complicated—self-conceptions and relationships. 


Sarcasm and South Park Adolescents’ ability to look 
at things in multiple dimensions also enables their under- 
standing of sarcasm. As an 
adult, you know that the mean- 
ing of a speaker's statement is 
communicated by a combina- 
tion of what is said, how it is 
said, and the context in which it 
is said. If I turned to you during 
a boring lecture, rolled my eyes, 
and said, in an exaggeratedly 
earnest tone, "This is the most 
interesting lecture I’ve ever 
heard,” you’d know that I actu- 
ally meant just the opposite. But 
you'd know this only if you paid 
attention to my inflection and 
to the context, as well as the 


adolescent egocentrism 


a consequence of too much 
"thinking about thinking." 


imaginary audience 

The belief, often brought 
on by the heightened 
self-consciousness of early 
adolescence, that everyone 
is watching and evaluating 
one's behavior. 


personal fable 


not subject to the rules that 


Extreme self-absorption, often 


An adolescent's belief that he 
or she is unique and therefore 


govern other peoples behavior. 
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The development of advanced thinking abilities allows adoles- 
cents to appreciate sarcasm, irony, and satire, such as that 
used in shows such as South Park. Hulton Archive/Getty Images 


content, of my statement. Only by attending simultane- 
ously to multiple dimensions of speech can we distinguish 
between the sincere and the sarcastic. It’s no surprise that 
our ability to use and detect sarcasm and irony improves 
during preadolescence and adolescence (Glenwright & 
Pexman, 2010). 

Why do young adolescents laugh hysterically when 
characters in movies aimed at their age group say things 
like “He said ‘erector set"? Adolescents’ ability to think 
in multiple dimensions also permits them to appreciate 


cognitive-developmental 
view 


A perspective on development, 


based on the work of Piaget, 
that takes a qualitative, stage- 
theory approach. 


sensorimotor period 

The first stage of cognitive 

development, according to 
Piaget, spanning the period 
roughly between birth and 

age 2. 


preoperational period 

The second stage of cognitive 
development, according to 
Piaget, spanning roughly 
ages 2to 5. 


concrete operations 

The third stage of cognitive 
development, according to 
Piaget, spanning the period 
roughly between age 6 and 
early adolescence. 


formal operations 

The fourth stage of cognitive 
development, according to 
Piaget, spanning the period 
from early adolescence 
through adulthood. 


satire, metaphor, and the ways 
in which language can be used 
to convey multiple messages. 
Teenagers' ability to use and 
appreciate sarcasm, irony, and 
satire helps to explain why 
shows such as The Simpsons, 
South Park, and Rick and Morty 
have always had such strong 
appeal in this age group. (Not 
to mention that they are often 
pretty funny to adults, too. Our 
son's school once summoned 
his class's parents to watch an 
"offensive" episode of South 
Park to show us how our chil- 
dren were being harmed by 
television; the demonstration 
ended prematurely, though, 
because we parents were laugh- 
ing too hard.) 


Adolescent 
Relativism 
A final aspect of cognition that 


changes during adolescence 
concerns a shift from seeing 


things in absolute terms—in black and White—to seeing 
things as relative. Compared to children, adolescents are 
more likely to question others' assertions and less likely 
to accept "facts" as absolute truths. 

This increase in relativism can be exasperating to par- 
ents, who may feel as though their teenagers question 
everything just for the sake of argument. Difficulties often 
arise, for example, when adolescents begin seeing par- 
ents' values that they had previously considered abso- 
lutely correct (“Moral people do not have sex before they 
are married") as completely relative (“Welcome to the 
twenty-first century, Dad"). 


Theoretical Perspectives on 
Adolescent Thinking 


Although it's clear that adolescents’ thinking is more 
advanced than children's, researchers disagree about the 
processes underlying this advantage. Part of the lack of 
agreement stems from the fact that no one single factor 
distinguishes thinking during adolescence from thinking 
during childhood (Keating, 2011). And part stems from 
the different points of view that theorists have taken 
toward cognitive development in general. Because 
researchers working from different theoretical perspec- 
tives have posed different research questions, used differ- 
ent tasks to measure thinking, and emphasized different 
aspects of cognitive activity, their studies provide differ- 
ent, but nevertheless compatible, pictures of mental 
development during adolescence. 

Two theoretical viewpoints that have been especially 
important are the Piagetian perspective and the information- 
processing perspective. Although these two views of ado- 
lescent thinking begin from different assumptions about 
the nature of cognitive development in general, they each 
provide valuable insight into why thinking changes during 
adolescence (Kuhn, 2009). 


The Piagetian View of 
Adolescent Thinking 


Theorists who adopta Piagetian perspective take a cognitive- 
developmental view of intellectual development. They 
argue that cognitive development proceeds through a 
fixed sequence of qualitatively distinct stages, that adoles- 
cent thinking is fundamentally different from the type of 
thinking employed by children, and that during adoles- 
cence, individuals develop a special type of thinking that 
they use across a variety of situations. 

According to Piaget, cognitive development proceeds 
through four stages: (1) the sensorimotor period (from birth 
until about age 2), (2) the preoperational period (from about 
age 2 until about age 5), (3) the period of concrete operations 
(from about age 6 until early adolescence), and (4) the 
period of formal operations (from adolescence through 


adulthood). Each stage is characterized by a particular type 
of thinking, with earlier stages of thinking being incorpo- 
rated into new, more advanced, and more adaptive forms of 
reasoning. Piagetian theorists believe that abstract logical 
reasoning is the chief feature that differentiates adolescent 
thinking from that of children (Keating, 2011). 

We noted that adolescents’ thinking can be 
distinguished from the thinking of children in several 
respects—among them, being able to think hypothetically, 
multidimensionally, and abstractly. The connection 
between these skills and the development of formal opera- 
tions is clear: In order to think about alternatives to what 
really exists, to think in multidimensional terms, and to 
systematically think about concepts that aren’t directly 
observable, you need a system of reasoning that works just 
as well in hypothetical situations as it does in actual ones. 

There is a difference, of course, between what adoles- 
cents are capable of doing and what they actually do. 
Gaps between people’s reasoning abilities and how logi- 
cally they think in everyday situations are huge, and every- 
day decision making is fraught with logical errors that 
cannot be explained by cognitive incompetence 
(Kahneman, 2011). This is true for adults as well as ado- 
lescents. For example, if asked whether they would rather 
try to pull a lucky lottery ticket from an envelope of 10 
tickets, of which only 1 is lucky, versus an envelope of 100 
tickets, of which 10 are lucky, most people select the sec- 
ond option—even if they know that the mathematical odds 
of pulling a lucky ticket are identical in the two scenarios. 

The Piagetian perspective on cognitive development 
during adolescence has stimulated a great deal of research 
on how young people think, although not all of the per- 
spective’s predictions have held up (Keating, 2011). Actu- 
ally, very little research supports the idea that cognitive 
development proceeds in a stage-like fashion and that 
there is a qualitatively unique stage of thinking that is 
characteristic of adolescence (Keating, 2011; Kuhn, 
2009). Rather, advanced reasoning capabilities develop 
gradually and continuously from childhood through ado- 
lescence and beyond, in more of a steady fashion than 
was proposed by Piaget (that is, more like a ramp than 
like a staircase). Rather than talking about a distinct stage 
of cognitive activity characteristic of adolescence, it is 
more accurate to depict these advanced reasoning capa- 
bilities as skills that are employed by older children more 
often than by younger ones, by some adolescents more 
often than by others, and by individuals when they are in 
certain situations (especially familiar ones) more often 
than when they are in other ones (Kuhn, 2009). 


The Information-Processing View 
of Adolescent Thinking 
Piaget attempted to describe adolescent thinking in broad 


terms and to use one overarching concept—formal 
operations—to characterize the period. Other scientists 


CHAPTER 2 Cognitive Transitions 


have tried to identify the 
specific abilities that improve 
as individuals move from child- 
hood into adolescence and 
beyond. This question has been 
the focus of researchers working 
from the information-processing 
perspective. 

Studies of changes in spe- 
cific components of informa- 
tion processing have focused 
on four areas in which improve- 
ment occurs during adoles- 
cence: attention, memory, 
processing speed, and organiza- 


information-processing 
perspective 

A perspective on cognition 
that derives from the study of 
artificial intelligence and 
attempts to explain cognitive 
development in terms of the 
growth of specific components 
of the thinking process (such 
as memory). 


selective attention 

The process by which we focus 
on one stimulus while tuning 
out another. 


divided attention 
The process of paying 


tion. All of these skills improve | attention to two or more 
as individuals move from child- 
hood through adolescence, 
mainly during the first half of the adolescent decade 


(Keating, 2004). 


stimuli at the same time. 


Attention During adolescence, we become better at 
paying attention (Thillay et al., 2015). Improvements take 
place both in selective attention, in which adolescents 
must focus on one thing (a reading assignment) and tune 
out another (the electronic beeping of a younger broth- 
er's video game), and in divided attention, in which ado- 
lescents must pay attention to two different things at the 
same time (such as studying while texting with a friend) 
(Memmert, 2014; Mizuno et al., 2011). Improvements in 
attention mean that adolescents are better able than chil- 
dren to concentrate and stay focused on complicated 
tasks, such as reading and comprehending difficult mate- 
rial. There also is considerable evidence that the ability to 
inhibit an unwanted response (for instance, stopping 


Improvements in selective attention and divided attention 
enable adolescents to tune out interference and focus on the 
task at hand. Dougal Waters/Getty Images 
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working memory 

That aspect of memory in 
which information is held for a 
short time while a problem is 
being solved. 


long-term memory 


T 
fr 


a 
T 


e ability to recall something 
om a long time ago. 


utobiographical memory 
e recall of personally 
meaningful past events. 


reminiscence bump 


T 


adolescence are generally 
recalled more than 
experiences from other 
stages of life. 


e fact 
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yourself from looking up at a commercial that suddenly 
appears on the television in the corner of the room while 
you are reading) improves during early and middle ado- 
lescence (Kuhn, 2009). This improvement is likely linked 
to maturation of brain systems that govern impulse con- 
trol (Casey & Caudle, 2013; Church et al., 2017). As we'll 
discuss in the chapter on “Work, Leisure, and Media,” 
one concern that has been raised in recent years is the 
possible adverse impact that media multitasking has on 
adolescents’ ability to sustain attention on information 
they need to focus on (Rothbart & Posner, 2015; Unca- 
pher, Thieu, & Wagner, 2016). 


Memory Second, memory abilities improve during ado- 
lescence. This is reflected both in working memory, which 
involves the ability to remember something for a brief period 
of time, such as 30 seconds, and in long-term memory, which 
involves being able to recall something from a long time ago 
(Keating, 2004). Studies of adolescents' ability to remember 
personally meaningful events from earlier in life, an aspect of 
long-term memory called autobiographical memory, find 
that our earliest memories, some of which we lose during 
childhood, stabilize sometime during early adolescence, 
when most people can remember back to when they were 
about two and a half years old, but not much earlier than this 
(Reese, Jack, & White, 2010). 

Adults generally remember details about the people, 
places, and events they encountered during adolescence 
better than those from other years, a phenomenon called 
the reminiscence bump (Rubin et al., 1986). The reminis- 
cence bump does not appear to result from better mem- 
ory because basic memory abilities remain strong until 
midlife. Nor is it due to the fact that so many important 
events happen for the first time during adolescence (e.g., 
first love, first job, first time living away from parents). 
Even mundane events that took place during adolescence 
are recalled better than those that happened at other 
ages. Moreover, we tend to remember other, less personal 
things from adolescence better, 
too—things such as movies, 
books, music, and current 
events (Janssen, Chessa, & 
Murre, 2007). 

Something is different about 
how everyday experiences are 
encoded during adolescence, as 
if the brain's “recording device" 
is calibrated to be hypersensi- 
tive at this age. When certain 
chemicals in the brain are 
released at the same time an 
event is experienced, the event 
is more easily remembered 
than when levels of these chem- 
icals are not as high. These 
chemicals are released when we 


hat experiences from 


experience something that elicits strong negative or posi- 
tive feelings. As we'll see, brain regions responsible for 
strong emotions are especially sensitive during adoles- 
cence. As a result, the adolescent brain is chemically 
primed to encode memories more deeply (Knutson & 
Adcock, 2005). As you'll read later in this chapter, brain 
systems that govern emotion undergo dramatic change in 
adolescence. The reminiscence bump doesn't exist 
because more emotional events take place in adolescence 
but because ordinary events trigger stronger emotions. 

When we think of the importance of memory in prob- 
lem solving, we typically think of having to retrieve facts 
that we deliberately have memorized—one aspect of long- 
term memory. But working memory may be even more 
important than long-term memory for the sort of problem 
solving likely encountered in adolescence ( Ahmed et al., 
2019; Amso et al., 2014). For example, in order to answer 
multiple-choice questions, you need to be able to remem- 
ber each option long enough to compare it with the other 
choices as you read them. Think for a moment of how 
frustrating it would be to try to solve a multiple-choice 
problem if, by the time you had read the final potential 
answer, you had forgotten the first one! 

Working memory skills increase between childhood 
and adolescence and over the course of adolescence 
(Carriedo et al., 2016). Improvements in working mem- 
ory coincide with the continued maturation of brain 
regions during adolescence that are responsible for this 
aspect of cognition (Hanson et al., 2012; Jolles et al., 
2011). More specifically, advances in working memory 
during adolescence are linked to the ways in which these 
areas of the brain are organized and connected, which 
permits more efficient and powerful information process- 
ing (Wendelken et al., 2016; Sole-Padulles et al., 2016). 
And because these brain regions are still developing in 
early adolescence, it is possible to improve individuals’ 
basic cognitive abilities through training (Schmiedek, 
Lovden, & Lindenberger, 2014). As is the case with media 
multitasking and attention, though, concerns have been 
raised about the impact of multitasking on memory; ado- 
lescents who are frequent multitaskers perform worse on 
tests of both working memory and long-term memory 
(Uncapher et al., 2016). 


Speed A third component of information processing 
related to improvements in thinking in adolescence is an 
increase in the sheer speed of information processing 
(Kail & Ferrer, 2007). Regardless of the task employed, 
older adolescents process the information necessary to 
solve the problem faster than early adolescents, who, in 
turn, process information faster than preadolescents. 
This increase in the speed of information processing 
occurs mainly in early adolescence; the difference in 
speed between a 9-year-old and a 12-year-old is greater 
than that between a 12-year-old and a 15-year-old, which, 
in turn, is greater than that between a 15-year-old and an 


18-year-old (Kail & Ferrer, 2007). Processing speed does 
not change very much between middle adolescence and 
young adulthood (Church et al., 2017). 


Organization A fourth information-processing gain in 
adolescence involves improvements in organizational 
strategies (Siegler, 2006). Adolescents are more planful 
than children; they are more likely to approach a problem 
with an appropriate strategy in mind and are more flexi- 
ble in their ability to use different strategies in different 
situations (Albert & Steinberg, 2011a). The use of mne- 
monic devices (such as using HOMES to remember the 
names of the Great Lakes—Huron, Ontario, Michigan, 
Erie, and Superior) and other organizational strategies 
helps to account for differences in the performance of 
older and younger children on academic tasks requiring 
memory (Siegler, 2006). 

For instance, think for a moment about how you 
approach learning the information in a new textbook 
chapter. After years of studying, you are probably well 
aware of particular strategies that work well for you 
(underlining, highlighting, taking notes, writing in the 
margins), and you begin a reading assignment with these 
strategies in mind. Because children are not as planful as 
adolescents, their learning is not as efficient. 

Developmental differences in levels of planning during 
childhood and adolescence can be seen quite readily by 
comparing individuals' approaches to the guessing game 20 
Questions. With age, individuals' strategies become increas- 
ingly more efficient; when guessing the name of a person, 
an adolescent might begin by asking whether the person is 
dead or alive, then male or female, and so forth, whereas a 
young child might just start randomly throwing out the 
names of specific people (Drumm & Jackson, 1996). 


Is Cognitive Development Complete by Age 15? 
By the time they have turned 15, adolescents are just as 
proficient as adults in basic cognitive abilities (Icenogle 
et al., 2019). Working memory, attention, and logical rea- 
soning abilities increase throughout childhood and early 
adolescence and then level off around this age (Gather- 
cole et al., 2004; Luciana et al., 2005). However, at this 
age people are still developing more sophisticated cogni- 
tive skills, such as thinking creatively, planning ahead, or 
judging the relative costs and benefits of a risky decision 
(Kleibeuker et al., 2013; Albert & Steinberg, 2011b), and 
in the coordination of cognition and emotion, when 
feelings might interfere with logical reasoning (e.g., when 
you have to make a decision when you are angry or fac- 
ing peer pressure) (Albert, Chein, & Steinberg, 2013). 
Much of what we have learned about brain maturation 
in adolescence—the subject of the next section—helps 
explain why basic information-processing skills may 
mature by age 15 but the development of more advanced 
abilities may not be complete until individuals reach their 
mid-20s. 
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The Adolescent Brain 


In the past 25 years, there has been an explosion in 
research on adolescent brain development, and the speed 
with which our understanding of adolescent brain devel- 
opment has grown has been absolutely breathtaking 
(Blakemore, 2018; Dahl, 2016; Spear & Silveri, 2016). 
Improvements in the methods used to study brain 
maturation—including studies of brain growth and devel- 
opment in other animals (because all mammals go 
through puberty, it is possible to study "adolescent" 
brain development in other species), studies of changes in 
brain chemistry, and postmortem studies of brain 
anatomy—have advanced the field in important ways 
(Doremus-Fitzwater, & Spear, 2016; Mychasiuk & Metz, 
2016). But the major contribution to our understanding 
of what takes place in the brain during adolescence has 
come from studies using various imaging techniques, 
especially functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) 
and diffusion tensor imaging (DTI). These techniques 
allow researchers to take pictures of individuals’ brains 
and compare their anatomy and activity. Some aspects of 
brain development in adolescence are reflected in 
changes in brain structure (for instance, certain parts of 
the brain are relatively smaller in childhood than adoles- 
cence, while others are relatively larger), whereas others 
are reflected not so much in the brain's structure but in 
changes in brain function (for instance, adolescents may 
use different parts of the brain than children when per- 
forming the same task) (e.g., Dosenbach et al., 2010; 
O'Hare et al., 2008; Wang, Huettel, & De Bellis, 2008). 
Using DTI, scientists are able to see the ways in which 
various regions of the brain are connected and compare 
patterns of interconnections among people at different 
ages (e.g., Klingberg, 2006). This allows us to better under- 
stand how “communication” patterns linking different 
regions of the brain change with development. Research- 
ers use fMRI to examine patterns of activity in various 
regions of the brain while indi- 
viduals are performing different 
tasks (e.g., recalling a list of 
words, viewing photos of 
friends, or listening to music). 
Participants in an fMRI 
study are asked to perform 
tasks on a computer while they 
are lying inside a brain scanner. 
With this setup, it is possible to 
study both how patterns of 
brain activity differ during dif- 
ferent tasks (e.g., when we are 
actively reading versus being 
read to) and whether people of 
different ages show different 
patterns of brain activity while 
performing the same task. In 


functional magnetic 
resonance imaging (fMRI) 


sort of mental task. 


diffusion tensor 
imaging (DTI) 


connections among different 
regions. 


brain structure 
The physical form and 
organization of the brain. 


brain function 
Patterns of brain activity. 


A technique used to produce 
images of the brain, often while 
the subject is performing some 


A technique used to produce 
images of the brain that shows 
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neurons 
Nerve cells. 
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Advances in brain-imaging technology have contributed to our understanding of how the 
brain changes at adolescence. These images are created through a process known as 
functional magnetic resonance imaging, or fMRI. AkeSak/Shutterstock 


our lab, for instance, my collaborators and I study how 
patterns of brain activity vary when individuals perform 
tasks either alone or with their friends watching them and 
whether the ways in which the impact of an audience of 
peers on brain activity differs between teenagers and 
adults (e.g., Smith et al., 2015). 


Are Male and Female Brains Different? Many pop- 
ular books claim that there are important differences 
between the brains of adolescent boys and girls (and, for 
that matter, adult men and women). Research indicates, 
however, that differences between the genders in brain 
structure and function are very small and unlikely to 
explain differences between males and females in the way 
they behave or think. In general, male brains are about 
10% larger than female brains (even accounting for the 
fact that male bodies, on average, are bigger than females’), 
but because there is no relation between brain size and 
intellectual functioning, it is unlikely that this small differ- 
ence in size has any practical significance. In addition, 
there are few consistent sex differences in the size of spe- 
cific brain regions or structures; some parts of the brain 
are slightly larger among females, and some are slightly 
larger among males (Goddings et al., 2019). There is some 
evidence, however, that there is more variability in the 
ways in which the structure of the brain changes during 

adolescence among males than 

females (Wierenga et al., 2018). 
) Several studies have looked 

specifically for connections 


between pubertal hormones and 
brain development, since male 
and female brains are exposed to 
different levels of testosterone 
and estrogen both prenatally and 
during puberty (Boivin et al., 
2018; Bramen et al., 2012; Herting 
et al., 2012). It is clear that the 
structure of the brain is changed 
by exposure to sex hormones, but 
the ways in which the brains of 
adolescent boys and girls differ as 
a result of sex hormones is enor- 
mously complicated (Cédric 
et al., 2014). Some studies also 
show different patterns of connec- 
tions between brain regions in 
males and females (Lopez-Larson 
et al., 2011; Satterthwaite et al., 
2015; Tomasi & Volkow, 2012), 
although the importance of these 
changes for understanding sex dif- 
ferences in behavior or cognition 
is not known. 

By and large, however, the sim- 
ilarities between males and 
females in brain structure and function—before, during, 
and after adolescence—are far more striking than the dif- 
ferences (Gur & Gur, 2016). Most experts agree that dif- 
ferences between how males and females think are too 
small to be of practical significance and do not justify 
educational curricula or teaching techniques that have 
been specially geared for boys or girls (Miller & Halpern, 
2014). There may be other reasons to prefer single-sex 
schools over coeducational ones, but sex differences in 
brain development isn’t one of them. 


How Your Brain Works 


The brain functions by transmitting electrical signals 
across circuits that are composed of interconnected cells, 
called neurons. Each neuron has three parts: a cell body; 
a longish projection called an axon, which terminates in 
many small tips; and thousands of tiny, antennae-like 
branches, called dendrites, which themselves split off 
into smaller and smaller spines, like a plant’s root system. 
In the adult brain, each neuron has about 10,000 connec- 
tions. Collectively, neurons and the projections that con- 
nect them are called “gray matter.” 

When electrical impulses travel along a neural circuit, 
they leave one neuron through its axon and enter the next 
one through one of the receiving neuron’s dendrites. The 
transmission of current from one neuron to another can 
be thought of as the passage of information along that 
particular pathway, like runners on a track team passing a 
baton during a relay race. Everything we think, perceive, 


feel, or do depends on the flow of electrical impulses 
across the brain’s circuits. 

The axon of one neuron is not actually connected to 
the dendrites of another, the way an electrical wire in 
your home is connected to a light switch or the way the 
prongs of an appliance plug touch the active contacts 
inside an outlet. There is a tiny gap, called a synapse, 
between the tip of one neuron’s axon and another neu- 
ron’s dendrite. In order for an impulse to be relayed to a 
neighboring neuron, the electrical charge has to “jump” 
across this gap. How does this happen? 

The transfer of current across the synapse when a neu- 
ron fires is enabled by the release of chemicals called 
neurotransmitters. You've probably heard of some of the 
most important neurotransmitters, such as dopamine or 
serotonin. Many of the most widely prescribed antide- 
pressants work, for instance, by altering the amount of 
serotonin in brain circuits that control mood. 

When neurotransmitters are released from the “send- 
ing" neuron and come into contact with the receptors on 
the dendrites of the "receiving" neuron, a chemical reac- 
tion occurs on the other side of the synapse that triggers 
a new electrical impulse, which travels on its way to the 
next neuron in the circuit, jumping across the next syn- 
apse with the help of neurotransmitters. This process is 
repeated whenever information travels through the brain's 
elaborate circuitry. 

Each neurotransmitter has a specific molecular struc- 
ture that fits into a receptor for which it is precisely 
designed, the way a key fits into a lock. An impulse that 
stimulates a neuron to release dopamine will trigger a 
response in other neurons that have dopamine receptors 
but not in ones that only have receptors for a different 
neurotransmitter. This enables the brain to stay orga- 
nized; if any time a neuron fired it activated every other 
neuron in the neighborhood, all helter-skelter, it would be 
impossible to maintain well-defined brain circuits—an 
enormous challenge in an organ that packs 100 billion 
neurons, each with 10,000 connections, into the space 
inside your skull. This way, when a neuron that is part of 
a circuit that regulates mood fires, it affects how you feel, 
not whether you move your big toe. 

A key process in early brain development is the devel- 
opment of billions and billions of synapses—the connec- 
tions between neurons. The formation of some of these 
synapses is genetically programmed, but others are formed 
through experience. The rate of synapse formation peaks 
at about age 1 and slows down in early childhood, but the 
development of new synapses continues throughout life as 
we learn new skills, build memories, acquire knowledge, 
and adapt to changing circumstances. The more a synapse 
is used, the stronger its electrical pathway becomes. 


Gray Matter Initially the brain produces many more 
connections among cells than it will use. At 1 year of age, 
the number of synapses in the infant brain is about twice 
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the number in the adult brain 
(Couperus & Nelson, 2006). 
However, soon after birth 
unused and unnecessary syn- 
apses start to be eliminated, a 
process called synaptic pruning. 

As a general rule, we tend to 
assume that "more is better," 
but that's not the case with the 
number of synapses in the 
brain. Imagine a meadow 
between two patches of forest. 
Hundreds of lightly trodden 
paths connect one side to the 
other (the unpruned brain). 
Over time, people discover that 
one path is more direct than others. More people begin 
using this path more often, so it becomes wider and 
deeper. Because the other paths are no longer used, the 
grass grows back and those paths disappear. That's what 
synaptic pruning is like: The “paths” we use repeatedly 
become more and more ingrained, whereas those we do 
not use disappear. Synaptic pruning results in a decrease 
in the amount of gray matter in the brain, which is often 
manifested in a thinning of the areas that have been 
pruned (Tamnes et al., 2017). 

Synaptic pruning continues through adolescence and 
is normal and necessary to healthy brain development. 
Just as pruning a rose bush—cutting off weak and mis- 
shapen branches—produces a healthier plant with larger 
flowers, so synaptic pruning enhances the brain's func- 
tioning. Synaptic pruning makes the brain more efficient 
by transforming an unwieldy network of small pathways 
into a better organized system of “superhighways.” 

Generally, the development of synapses is character- 
ized by a period of growth (when more and more synapses 


synapse 

The gap in space between 
neurons, across which 
neurotransmitters carry 
electrical impulses. 


neurotransmitters 
Specialized chemicals that 
carry electrical impulses 
between neurons. 


synaptic pruning 

The process through which 
unnecessary connections 
between neurons are 
eliminated, improving the 
efficiency of information 
processing. 


During infancy and childhood, the brain produces more connec- 
tions between neurons, called synapses, than is necessary. 
Adolescence is a time when many of these unnecessary 
synapses are eliminated, a process called "pruning." Science 
Photo Library - Pasieka/Getty Images 
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myelination 

The process through which 
brain circuits are insulated with 
myelin, which improves the 
efficiency of information 
processing. 


plasticity 
The capacity of the brain to 


change in response to 
experience. 


developmental plasticity 
Extensive remodeling of the 
brain's circuitry in response to 
experiences during childhood 
and adolescence, while the 
brain is still maturing. 


adult plasticity 
Relatively minor changes in 


brain circuits as a result of 
experiences during adulthood, 
after the brain has matured. 
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are created) followed by a 
period of decline (when more 
and more synapses are pruned). 
When we plot the density of 
synapses over time, we see a 
f-shaped curve—or, more accu- 
rately, a series of {shaped 
curves that peak at different 
ages, depending on the specific 
region of the brain, because dif- 
ferent regions are pruned at dif- 
ferent ages (Tanaka et al., 2012). 
As a rule, the brain regions in 
which pruning is taking place at 
a particular point in develop- 
ment are the regions associated 
with the greatest changes in 
cognitive functioning during 
that stage because as a particu- 
lar pathway of neural transmis- 


sion becomes more efficient, 
the specific cognitive process it supports improves. For 
example, synaptic pruning in the brain’s visual system is 
most dramatic early in infancy, when our visual abilities 
are improving the most. 


White Matter Cells other than neurons also play a role 
in transmitting electrical impulses along brain circuits. 
These cells, known as “white matter,” provide support 
and protection for neurons and compose a fatty sub- 
stance, called myelin, that surrounds the axons of certain 
neurons, like the plastic sheath around electrical wires. 
Myelin insulates brain circuits, keeping the impulses flow- 
ing along their intended pathways rather than leaking out. 
Circuits that are coated in myelin carry impulses about a 
hundred times faster than circuits that are not myelin- 
ated, making them much more efficient, especially if the 
circuits cover a large distance. 

The growth of myelin, called myelination, occurs in 
waves, beginning before birth and continuing into young 
adulthood (Paus, 2009). Unlike synapses, with their 
M-shaped pattern of growth, white matter increases 
throughout childhood and adolescence, well into adult- 
hood, although at different rates in different regions of 
the brain at different points in development (Brain Devel- 
opment Cooperative Group, 2012). As with synaptic 
pruning, examining where myelination is occurring most 
dramatically at a particular point in development pro- 
vides clues about the aspects of cognitive functioning that 
are changing most at that stage. 


The Age of Opportunity 


One of the most exciting new discoveries in neuroscience 
is that some areas of the brain may be especially 


malleable, or “plastic,” in adolescence; they are more eas- 
ily shaped, for better or for worse, by experience during 
adolescence than at any time other than the first few 
years of life (Lillard & Erisir, 2011; Selemon, 2013; Zelazo 
& Carlson, 2012). That's why adolescence has been 
described as an “age of opportunity" (Steinberg, 2014). 

Scientists have known for some time now that the 
brain is particularly malleable during the first 3 years 
after birth. But the discovery that adolescence is a second 
period of heightened brain plasticity is a relatively recent 
development and one that scientists have become increas- 
ingly interested in (Fuhrmann, Knoll, & Blakemore, 
2015). There is increasing evidence that the increase in 
brain plasticity in adolescence is influenced by the hor- 
monal changes of puberty (Laube, van den Bos, & Fanda- 
kova, 2020). 

Plasticity refers to the capacity of the brain to change 
in response to experience. It's the process through which 
the outside world gets inside us and changes us. The 
brain's remarkable malleability in response to experience 
enables us to learn and strengthen abilities, from very 
basic ones (such as memory) to very advanced ones 
(such as planning ahead). This is at the heart of brain 
plasticity. It’s not only “use it or lose it." It's also “use it 
and improve it." This is true at all ages, but it is much 
more easily and reliably accomplished before adulthood, 
when the brain is much more plastic. 


Why It's Hard for Old Dogs to Learn New Tricks 
There are two types of brain plasticity: developmental 
and adult. Developmental plasticity refers to the malleabil- 
ity of the brain during periods in which the brain is being 
built, when its anatomy is still changing in profound ways, 
as is the case in adolescence. Some of these changes 
involve the development or loss of brain cells, but the 
most important changes involve the brain's “wiring’— 
that is, how its 100 billion neurons are interconnected 
(Markovic, Kaess, & Tarokh, 2020). 

The other type of plasticity is adult plasticity. Because 
every time we learn or remember something there must 
be some enduring biological change in the brain, the 
brain must possess a certain degree of plasticity at all 
ages. If this weren't true, it would be impossible to 
acquire new knowledge or abilities in adulthood. 
Because we can always learn new things, however, there 
is always some amount of plasticity in the brain, no mat- 
ter how old we are. But the two kinds of plasticity differ 
significantly. 

First, adult plasticity doesn't fundamentally alter the 
neural structure of the brain, whereas developmental 
plasticity does. Developmental plasticity involves the 
growth of new brain cells and the formation of new 
brain circuits. Adult plasticity mainly involves fairly 
minor modifications to existing circuits. It's like the dif- 
ference between learning how to read (which is a 


life-altering change) and reading a new book (which usu- 
ally is not). 

Second, brain systems are far less malleable during 
periods of adult plasticity than they are during periods 
of developmental plasticity. In fact, the developing brain 
is chemically predisposed to be modified by experi- 
ences, like clay when it is still soft, whereas the adult 
brain is predisposed to resist modification, like that 
same clay once it has hardened (Spear, 2013a). This is 
the reason we don’t become better at seeing or hearing 
after we have matured beyond infancy or why we have so 
much more trouble learning to ski or surf as adults than 
as children. By the time we are adults, the brain systems 
that regulate vision, hearing, and coordination have 
hardened. This is also why it is far easier to learn a for- 
eign language before adolescence than after; brain sys- 
tems responsible for language acquisition have lost a lot 
of their plasticity by then. 

Finally, because the developing brain is so much more 
malleable, it can be influenced by a far wider range of 
experiences than can the mature brain. When the brain is 
developing, it is shaped by experiences that we aren’t even 
aware of. Once the brain has matured, we need to pay 
attention to and give meaning to our experiences in order 
to be affected by them in an enduring way. 

In other words, the developing brain is sculpted both 
by passive exposure and by active experience. That means 
that before our brain has fully matured, we can be affected, 
in potentially permanent ways, by every experience, 
whether it’s positive or negative, whether we understand it 
or not—in fact, whether or not we’re even aware of it. 

Because plasticity is what allows us to learn from expe- 
rience, it enables us to adapt to the environment. Without 
it, our ancestors couldn’t have remembered which con- 
texts were safe and desirable because they supplied food 
or water and which were to be avoided because they were 
dangerous. The malleability of our brains greatly benefits 
us because it allows us to acquire new information and 
abilities. Periods of heightened plasticity, such as infancy 
or adolescence, are therefore good times to intervene in 
order to promote positive development and ameliorate 
the negative effects of harmful experiences earlier in life 
(Graf, Biroli, & Belsky, 2021; Laube, van den Bos, & Fan- 
dakova, 2020). 

But this malleability is a risk as well because during 
these times of heightened sensitivity, the brain is also 
more vulnerable to damage from physical harms, such as 
drugs or environmental toxins, or psychological ones, 
such as trauma and stress (Sisk & Romeo, 2019; Totten- 
ham & Galvan, 2016). As you will read later, the plas- 
ticity of the adolescent brain is why the adverse effects of 
using recreational drugs during adolescence (and during 
early adolescence, in particular) are more lasting than 
those associated with using the same drugs in adulthood 
(Giedd, 2015). 


CHAPTER 2 Cognitive Transitions 


making the scientific 43 
connection 

Advances in neuroscience have revealed that 

is a second period of heightened brain 
plasticity. Why might this be evolutionarily adaptive? What 
is it about adolescence that might make it an important 
time for the brain to be malleable? 


adolescenc 


What Changes in Adolescence? 


The brain undergoes significant changes in both structure 
and function during adolescence. These changes alter the 
way adolescents think and process information, as well as 
how they interact with others. 


Changes in Brain Structure During Adolescence 
During adolescence, the brain is “remodeled” through 
synaptic pruning and myelination in particular brain 
regions (Spear, 2013a). One part of the brain that is 
pruned dramatically in adolescence is the prefrontal 
cortex, the region of the brain most important for sophis- 
ticated thinking abilities, such as planning, thinking ahead, 
weighing risks and rewards, and controlling impulses 
(Casey et al., 2005). Pruning also takes place in other 
parts of the cortex in adolescence (Blakemore, 2012). 

There is also continued myelination of the cortex 
throughout adolescence, which also leads to many cogni- 
tive advances (Darki & Klingberg, 2015; Ferrer et al., 
2013). Myelination is stimulated by puberty (Menzies 
et al., 2015) but also by experiences such as education 
(Noble et al., 2013) and exercise (Herting et al., 2014). 

The increase in white matter during adolescence 
improves the efficiency of connections within and across 
brain regions (Khundrakpam et al., 2016; Stevens, 2016). 
Better connectivity between different parts of the cortex 
allows us to think faster and better (Wendelken et al., 
2017). Better connectivity between the prefrontal cortex 
and the limbic system, an area of the brain involved in the 
processing of emotions, social information, and reward 
and punishment, leads to improvements in our ability to 
regulate our emotions and coor- 
dinate our thoughts and feel- 
ings (Gee et al., 2018; Larsen 
et al, 2018; Nelson et al., 
2019; Silvers et al., 2017a) (see 
Figure 2.1). 

As with many aspects of 
development, there is consider- 
able variability among adoles- 
cents of the same chronological 
age in the timing and extent of 
brain maturation, which are 
likely due to both genetic and 


prefrontal cortex 

The region of the brain most 
important for sophisticated 
thinking abilities, such as 
planning, thinking ahead, 
weighing risks and rewards, 
and controlling impulses. 


limbic system 


an important role in the 
processing of emotional 


and reward and punishment. 


An area of the brain that plays 


experience, social information, 
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Figure 24  Neuroscientists are able to map patterns of connectivity between different brain regions and compare 
people of different ages by locating white-matter fiber tracts. These images show patterns of connectivity between 
limbic (red) and cortical (blue) regions. The purple region shows where these areas overlap. (Larsen et al., 2018) 


environmental influences (Foulkes & Blakemore, 2018) 
(see Figure 2.2). One team of scientists has developed a 
"Neural Maturation Index" that combines measures of 
synaptic pruning and myelination to yield an overall mea- 


differences in how people behave. One recent study found 
that individuals high in prosocial behavior, such as helping 
others, evinced greater and faster thinning of the cortex 
during the transition from early to mid-adolescence, which 


has been associated more generally with psychological 
maturation (Ferschmann et al., 2019). 


sure of brain development 
during adolescence (Truelove- 
Hill et al., 2020). Although we 
can certainly identify average 
patterns of change over time in 
various brain regions and use 
these averages to describe ado- 
lescent brain development in 
general, it also true that not all 
individuals follow identical pat- 
terns, which can be linked to 


response inhibition 

The suppression of a behavior 
that is inappropriate or no Changes in Brain Function During Adolescence 
The two most important changes in brain function involv- 
ing the prefrontal cortex in adolescence both lead to 
greater efficiency in information processing (Spear, 
2010). First, patterns of activation within the prefrontal 
cortex generally become more focused. For instance, in 
experiments in which participants are presented with a 
rapid succession of images and asked to push a button 
when a certain image appears but refrain from pushing it 


| when a different image appears (a process known as 
| { 


longer required. 


executive function 

More advanced thinking 
abilities, enabled chiefly by the 
maturation of the prefrontal 
cortex, especially in early 
adolescence. 


response inhibition), adolescents are less likely than chil- 
dren to activate prefrontal regions that are not relevant to 
performing the task well. As adolescents grow into adult- 
hood and these brain systems further mature, self-control 
improves, as does performance on tests that measure 
other aspects of advanced thinking, often referred to as 
executive function (Crone & Steinbeis, 2017; Carriedo 
et al., 2016). 

Second, over the course of adolescence individuals 
become more likely to use multiple parts of the brain 
simultaneously and coordinate activity between prefrontal 
regions and other areas, including other portions of the 
cortex and areas of the limbic system (Casey, Galván, & 
Somerville, 2016; Casey et al., 2019; Crone & Steinbeis, 
2017). This is especially important on difficult tasks, 
where the task demands may overtax the prefrontal cor- 
tex working alone, and especially on tasks that require 
self-control, where it is necessary to coordinate thinking 
and feeling (Aite et al., 2017). In fact, when adolescents 


Improvements in connectivity between the prefrontal cortex and 
limbic system helps adolescents regulate emotions and navigate 
the social world. CREATISTA/Shutterstock 
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Figure 2.2 The three upper graphs in this figure show average patterns of change in gray matter volume during 
adolescence and early adulthood in three brain regions. The three lower graphs, which show individual patterns of 
change (each line represents one person), demonstrate that there is considerable variation around these average 


patterns. (Foulkes & Blakemore, 2018). 


who are tested for self-control are told that they will be 
rewarded for controlling themselves, they perform better 
than when no such rewards are offered (Magis-Weinberg, 
Custers, & Dumontheil, 2019; Strang & Pollak, 2014; 
Teslovich et al., 2014). 

This simultaneous recruitment of multiple brain 
regions working as a "team," referred to as functional 
connectivity, is made possible by the increase in physical 
connections between brain regions (Dosenbach, Petersen, 
& Schlaggar, 2013). Children's brains are characterized 
by a large number of relatively “local” connections (i.e., 
connections between nearby brain regions), but as indi- 
viduals mature through adolescence and into adulthood, 
more distant regions become increasingly interconnected 
(Baker et al., 2015; Calabro et al., 2020; Sherman et al., 
2014; Vása et al., 2018). This is seen even when individu- 
als are lying still, just resting (Stevens, 2016). Interest- 
ingly, individuals with relatively weaker connectivity 
actually have worse sleep (Tashjian et al., 2018)! The mat- 
uration of functional connectivity is more or less com- 
plete by age 22 (see Figure 2.3). 


Risk and Reward A different type of functional 
change results from changes, especially in the limbic sys- 
tem, in the ways in which the brain is affected by certain 
neurotransmitters, including dopamine (which plays an 
important role in our experience of reward) and serotonin 
(which plays an important role in the experience of 


different moods). These changes, which are partly caused 
by puberty, make adolescents more emotional, more 
responsive to stress, more sensitive to rewards (especially 
immediate rewards), and more likely to engage in sensa- 
tion seeking than either children or adults (Anandakumar 
et al., 2018; Barkley-Levenson & Galván, 2017; Goddings 
et al., 2019). These changes are also thought to increase 
individuals' vulnerability to both substance abuse and 
binge eating because they seek higher levels of reward; 
to depression because of their increased vulnerability to 
stress; and to other mental health problems because of 
their easily aroused emotions, including anger, anxiety, 
and sadness (Bodell et al., 2018; Casement et al., 2015; 
Guyer, Silk, & Nelson, 2016). 


One other negative conse- i T 
functional connectivity 
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quence of this increase in emo- 
tional reactivity is an increase 
in adolescents' sensitivity to 
feeling threatened, which may 
prompt some adolescents to 
lash out at others or deliber- 
ately seek out experiences that 
are frightening (Dreyfuss et al., 
2014; Spielberg et al., 2014). As 
adolescents mature toward 
adulthood, these trends begin 
to reverse, and individuals 
become less easily aroused by 


The extent to which multiple 
brain regions function at the 
same time, which improves 
during adolescence. 


dopamine 

A neurotransmitter especially 
important in the brain circuits 
that regulate the experience 
of reward. 


serotonin 

A neurotransmitter that is 
especially important for the 
experience of different moods. 
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positive risk taking 
Risk taking that promotes 
healthy psychological 
development 
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Figure 2.3 The maturation of 14 
functional connectivity is more or less 
complete by age 22. (Dosenbach et al., 2010) 
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positive or negative stimuli and better able to regulate 
their emotions (Silvers et al., 2017b; Silvers et al., 2015). 

These changes in the functioning of the limbic system 
occur relatively early in adolescence (Insel & Somerville, 
2018), in contrast to developments in the prefrontal cor- 
tex, which are still ongoing in early adulthood (Luciana, 
2013; Mills et al., 2014). Unlike the changes that occur in 
the limbic system, which have been directly linked to the 
impact of pubertal hormones on the brain, the develop- 
ment of cognitive control is more or less independent of 
puberty (Icenogle et al., 2017; Ordaz et al., 2017). 

The relatively late maturation of the prefrontal cortex, 
particularly compared to the changes that take place in the 
limbic system at puberty, has been the subject of much 
discussion among those interested in risk taking and behav- 
ioral problems in adolescence because this gap in timing 
may help explain the dramatic increase in risky behavior 
that takes place between childhood and adolescence, as 
well as the decline in risk taking that occurs as individuals 
mature into adulthood (Casey, Jones, & Somerville, 2011; 
Steinberg, 2008). In essence, the brain changes in ways 
that may provoke individuals to seek novelty, reward, and 
stimulation several years before the complete maturation 
of the brain systems that regulate judgment, decision 
making, and impulse control 
(Galvan, 2010; Padmanabhan 
et al, 2011; Van Leijenhorst 
et al., 2010). It’s like a car with 
accelerator pressed to the floor 
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before a good braking system is in place. As the “braking 
system” improves, in part because of maturation of the pre- 
frontal cortex and its connections to other brain regions, 
and as reward seeking declines, individuals become less 
likely to engage in risky behavior (Steinbeis et al., 2016; 
Peters et al., 2017). 

Many writers have pointed out that adolescents’ sensi- 
tivity to reward isn’t always maladaptive, however (Telzer, 
2016), and that some risk taking is not impulsive but 
planned (Do, Sharp, & Telzer, 2020; Maslowsky et al., 
2019). Although sensation seeking may lead some teenag- 
ers to do dangerous things, it may lead others to explore 
the environment in ways that lead them to engage in pro- 
social behavior, learn new skills, be flexible, and increase 
their knowledge of the world (Duell & Steinberg, 2019; van 
Duijvenvoorde et al., 2016). This makes perfect sense, 
given that adolescence evolved as a stage during which 
individuals venture out on their own; to be successful, they 
must be both willing to take risks and able to learn from 
their experience. In contrast to sensation seeking, which is 
predictive of both positive and maladaptive risk taking, 
impulsivity is associated with maladaptive risk taking but 
not positive risk taking (Duell & Steinberg, 2020). 


The Social Brain Yet another important change in the 
brain in adolescence involves a network of regions 
referred to as the “social brain” (Braams & Crone, 2017; 
Kilford, Garrett, & Blakemore, 2016; McCormick et al., 
2018). Figure 2.4 shows the main brain regions 


responsible for social cognition, cognitive control, and 
reward processing (Telzer, Rogers, & Van Hoorn, 2017). 
In most species of mammals, individuals become 
more social around the time of puberty, which makes 
perfect sense, given that adolescence evolved as a stage 
of development designed to prepare individuals for mat- 
ing and reproduction (Goddings et al., 2019; Walker 
et al., 2017). Changes in the social brain in early adoles- 
cence, which increase the brain’s sensitivity to social 
cues (Frankenhuis & Walasek, 2020), such as other peo- 
ple’s facial expressions and behavior, intensify adoles- 
cents’ sensitivity to social evaluation (van den Bos, van 
Duijvenvoorde, & Westenberg, 2016), which is why ado- 
lescents are more prone to feel embarrassed than either 
children or adults (see Figure 2.5) (Guyer et al., 2012; 
Silk et al., 2012; Somerville, 2013). This also may be why 
adolescents are so susceptible to social influence and, 
especially, peer pressure (Welborn et al., 2016). In one 
study that tested individuals’ ability to exercise response 
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(1) Temporal Parietal Junction (TPJ) 
(2) Posterior Superior Temporal Sulcus (PSTS) 


Cognitive Control 
(5) Ventrolateral PFC (VLPFC) 
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Figure 2.4 Primary 
brain regions that 
govern how we 
make sense of the 
social world, exercise 
self-control, and 
experience reward. 
(Telzer et al., 2017) 


Social Cognition 
(3) Dorsomedial PFC (DMPFC) 


Cognitive Control 
(4) Medial Prefeontal Cor tex 
(7) Anterior Cingulate Cortex (ACC) 


Reward Processing 
(9) Orbitofrontal Cortex (OFE)/ 
Ventromedial PFC (VMPFC) 


Reward Processing 
(8) Ventral Striatum 


inhibition, adolescents had a harder time controlling 
themselves than either children or adults when respond- 
ing to pictures showing peers having a good time (Perino, 
Miernicki, & Telzer, 2016). Another study found that 
being observed by a friend interfered with adolescents' 
cognitive performance but had no such effect on adults 
(Wolf et al., 2015). 

Individuals' ability to recognize subtle changes in oth- 
ers' facial expressions improves during adolescence (Gar- 
cia & Scherf, 2015; Shaw et al., 2016). The increase in sex 
hormones at puberty appears to play a role in influencing 
this increase in sensitivity to others' facial expressions 
(Goddings et al., 2019; Motta-Mena & Scherf, 2017), 
which makes perfect sense, given the ultimate purpose of 
adolescence. If your goal is to find a willing sex partner, it 
helps to pay close attention to other peoples' facial 
expressions. One fascinating study found that, after going 
through puberty, individuals were more likely to remem- 
ber the faces of people who were at the same level of 
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Figure 2.5 Changes in the social brain during 
adolescence have both costs and benefits. One 
downside is that people become more self-conscious. 
Adolescents report feeling embarrassed more often 
than either children or adults. (Somerville, 2013) 


pubertal maturation than those who were either less or 
more physically advanced (Picci & Scherf, 2016). 

Other research indicates that sensitivity to others' 
mental states increases during adolescence, a change that 
also is reflected in changes in patterns of brain activity 
when individuals observe others (Burnett et al., 2011; 


Masten et al., 2013). Keep in mind, though, that adoles- 
cents vary in how sensitive they are to the influence of 
others; some are highly aware of the social world, whereas 
others are close to oblivious (Schriber & Guyer, 2016). 
Adolescents who are especially responsive to social 
rewards are more likely to engage in risky sexual behavior, 
perhaps because their increased sensitivity to such 
rewards leads them to downplay the costs of this type of 
risk taking (Ambrosia et al., 2018; Eckstrand et al., 2017). 
However, adolescents are able to ignore social feedback 
when they believe that the advice others are giving them 
will interfere with their goals (McCormick, Perino, & 
Telzer, 2018). 

This increased attentiveness to other people's mental 
states likely has a number of benefits, such as encourag- 
ing the development of social skills or empathic (Rosen 
et al., 2018; Tamnes et al., 2018; van Hoorn, McCormick, 
& Telzer, 2018); it also makes adolescents more easily 
distracted by others’ emotional expressions (Cohen- 
Gilbert & Thomas, 2013). An important implication of 
this for parents is that yelling at a teenager angrily may 
not be an effective means of getting the adolescent to lis- 
ten because the teenager may end up paying more atten- 
tion to the angry emotion than to the content of what is 
being said. Indeed, when adolescents listen to recordings 
of their mother being critical, this increases activity in 
emotional regions of the brain but dampens activity in 
regions that govern self-regulation and logical reasoning 
(K. Lee et al., 2014). These effects are lessened, however, 
when mothers' criticism is accompanied by warmth 
(Butterfield et al., 2020). 


Changes in a region referred to as "the social brain" make adolescents more sensitive to other people's 
emotional states. I love images/city break/Alamy Stock Photo 
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New research shows that brain systems governing things 
such as impulse control, planning ahead, and balancing 
risk and reward are still maturing during late adolescence. 


Yet, rates of adolescents' risky behavior, such as 
experimentation with drugs or unprotected sex, vary 
considerably around the world. If these sorts of behaviors 
are more common in adolescence because of the way 


the brain is changing, shouldn't they be more universal? 


Implications for Adolescent Behavior 


Evidence of a correlation between changes in brain struc- 
ture or function and changes in adolescent behavior does 
not necessarily mean that the first is necessarily causing 
the second (Kuhn, 2009; Paus, 2009). Adolescents' 
behavior affects their brain development, as well as 
the reverse. 

An obvious illustration of this involves the impact of 
using alcohol and other drugs on the brain, but there are 
other, more subtle examples as well. As mentioned ear- 
lier, the process of synaptic pruning is influenced by expe- 
rience: Repeated activation of a specific collection of 
neurons as a result of engaging in a particular behavior 
will actually result in structural changes that strengthen 
the connections among those neurons, which in turn will 
make them function more efficiently. For example, prac- 
ticing the same task over and over again makes it easier 
and easier to perform the task each time. Scientists have 
grown increasingly interested in seeing whether different 
sorts of training programs or interventions can improve 
adolescents' self-control (Modecki, Zimmer-Gembeck, & 
Guerra, 2017) or reduce their tendencies toward sensa- 
tion seeking (Romer et al., 2011), both of which may 
reduce risky behavior. 

I'm often asked when adolescents start to think like 
adults or at what age the adolescent brain becomes the 
adult brain. As you now know, the answer depends on 
which aspects of thinking or brain development one is 
concerned about (Steinberg & Icenogle, 2019). When it 
comes to psychosocial maturity, as evidenced by thinking 
ahead, envisioning the future consequences of a decision, 
balancing risks and rewards, resisting peer pressure, or 
controlling impulses—all of which are governed mainly by 
the prefrontal cortex—research on brain maturation cer- 
tainly suggests that these capabilities are still developing 
well after individuals enter their 20s. But when it comes 
to more basic cognitive abilities, such as those involving 
memory, attention, and logical reasoning, especially 
under optimal conditions, brain and behavioral studies 
indicate that the average 15-year-old performs no worse 
than the average adult (Icenogle et al., 2019). The differ- 
ent developmental trajectories of cognitive capability 


CHAPTER 2 Cognitive Transitions 


=== Psychosocial maturity 


== Intellectual maturity 
1.2 


1.0 
0.8 
0.6 


adult score 


0.4 


Score relative to 


0.2 


10-11 12-13 


14-15 16-17 18-21 22-25 26-30 


Age 


Figure 2.6 Adolescents’ intellectual capability 
reaches adult levels before they are emotionally and 
socially mature, creating what some psychologists 
have called a “maturity gap.” (Adapted from Icenogle 

et al., 2019) 


and psychosocial maturity create a “maturity gap" (see 
Figure 2.6). This helps explain why many obviously 
bright teenagers sometimes act in ways that seem imma- 
ture and reckless. 

In addition, some young adults show patterns of brain 
activity that are significantly less mature than what one 
would predict based on their chronological age, whereas 
others demonstrate patterns of brain activity that are 
more mature than what one would expect. In one study, 
the young adults whose estimated "brain age" was lower 
than their chronological age were more likely than other 
people their age to report enjoying risk taking (Rudolph, 
Davis, & Monti, 2017). Moreover, patterns of age differ- 
ences in brain activity depend on the circumstances 
under which individuals are tested; when 18- to 21-year- 
olds are emotionally aroused, their cognitive performance 
and brain activity resembles that of teenagers, but under 
more calming conditions, young adults look more like 
people in their mid-20s (Cohen et al., 2016). Where we 
draw the boundary between adolescence and adulthood— 
at least as far as cognitive development is concerned— 
should probably depend on why the boundary is being 
drawn and on what specific abilities are relevant to the 
behavior in question (Steinberg & Icenogle, 2019). 


Individual Differences in 
Intelligence in Adolescence 


For the most part, theorists who have studied adolescent 
cognitive development from either a Piagetian or an infor- 
mation-processing framework or through brain research 
have focused on the universals in adolescent intellectual 
growth. Other theorists have been more interested in study- 
ing individual differences in intellectual abilities. How large 
are individual differences in intelligence in adolescence? 
Why are some adolescents brighter than others? 


57 


58 


PART 1 The Fundamental Changes of Adolescence 


The Measurement of IQ 


To answer questions about the relative intelligence of 
individuals, psychologists have had to devise ways of 
assessing intelligence—no easy feat given the considerable 
disagreement over what “intelligence” really is. Today, the 
most widely used measures are intelligence tests, or IQ 
(for “intelligence quotient”) tests. Among these tests are 
the Stanford-Binet, the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for 
Children (WISC-IV), and the Wechsler Adult Intelligence 
Scale (WAIS-III). An individual's IQ is computed by 
dividing his or her mental age by his or her chronological 
age and then multiplying the result by 100. A score of 100 
is used to designate the midway point. An IQ score below 
100 indicates a poorer test performance than the average 
person of the same age; a score above 100 indicates a 
better performance than average. 

Changes in specific aspects of IQ performance during 
adolescence are correlated with synaptic pruning in brain 
regions known to play a role in those specific types of 
learning (Ramsden et al., 2011; van den Bos, Crone, & 
Güroglu, 2012). And there is a link between intelligence 
and brain development. More intelligent adolescents 
have a more dramatic and longer period of production of 
synapses before adolescence and a more dramatic prun- 
ing of them after (P. Shaw et al., 2006), more connections 
between the prefrontal cortex and other brain regions 
(Cole et al., 2012), and a longer period of brain plasticity 
(van den Bos, Crone, & Güroglu, 2012). 

In one recent study, the researchers used brain imag- 
ing to construct a “Brain Development Index,” which 
quantified how mature the brain’s circuitry was. Not sur- 
prisingly, scores on the measure improved steadily 
between ages 8 and 22 (Erus et al., 2015). The research- 
ers then identified individuals whose level of brain devel- 
opment was more advanced than would be expected 
based on their chronological age. Individuals with 
advanced brain development scores performed signifi- 
cantly faster (although not necessarily more accurately) 
on tests of cognitive ability, including various tests of 
attention, memory, and reasoning (see Figure 2.7). 

Mental abilities assessed by conventional IQ tests 
increase dramatically through childhood and adoles- 
cence, reaching a plateau sometime in mid-to-late adoles- 
cence. (It is no coincidence that this plateau occurs at 
around the same age as that for information processing 
because IQ test performance depends a lot on information- 
processing abilities.) This argues strongly in favor of edu- 
cational interventions prior to mid-adolescence; interven- 
tions in early childhood, especially, have been shown to 
improve intellectual performance during adolescence 
(Campbell et al., 2001). In addition, research shows that 
extended schooling during adolescence itself enhances 
individuals’ performance on standardized tests of intelli- 
gence (Ceci & Williams, 1999). Whereas individuals who 
had dropped out of school early showed unchanging—and 
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Figure 2.7 Adolescents whose “brain development 
index” is advanced relative to their chronological age 
perform tests of cognitive ability faster than those 


whose brain development index is average or delayed. 
Source: Erus, Battapady, Satterthwaite, Hakonarson, Gur, Davatzikos, 
& Gur. (2015). 


relatively lower—scores on intelligence tests during ado- 
lescence, students who remained in school, especially 
those in the more advanced tracks, showed impressive 
gains in verbal ability over time. Another study found that 
it is possible to facilitate the development of creative 
thinking in adolescence through training (Kleibeuker 
et al., 2017). 


Culture and Intelligence 


Much of our current thinking about the nature of intelli- 
gence has been influenced by the work of the Russian 
psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1930/1978), who emphasized 
the broader context in which intellectual development 
occurs. According to this view, it is essential that we 
understand the nature of the environment in which an 
adolescent develops in terms of its demands for intelli- 
gent behavior and its opportunities for learning. Individu- 
als develop and use intellectual skills not simply as a 
function of their cognitive maturation but also in response 
to the everyday problems they are expected to solve. The 
very same children who perform poorly on school-based 
tests of knowledge may excel when faced with an equally 
challenging test of competence in the real world, such as 


figuring out the most efficient route between school and 
home through a dangerous neighborhood. 

Vygotsky argued that children and adolescents learn 
best in everyday situations when they encounter tasks that 
are neither too simple nor too advanced but just slightly 
more challenging than their abilities permit them to solve 
on their own. Within this zone of proximal development, 
young people, through close collaboration with a more 
experienced instructor (whether an adult or another 
child), are stimulated to “reach” for the more advanced 
level of performance. The role of the instructor is to help 
structure the learning situation so that it is within the 
reach of the student, a process called scaffolding. If you 
watch good parents, teachers, or coaches at work, you will 
probably observe a great deal of scaffolding. 

One fascinating discovery about how adolescents 
learn is that novelty and challenge are key to maintaining 
the brain’s plasticity (Steinberg, 2014). By encouraging 
teenagers to learn new things and by challenging them to 
work harder, good teachers can use scaffolding to take 
advantage of the adolescent brain’s exceptional malleabil- 
ity. In doing so, not only can teachers help adolescents 
learn at that time, but they can actually make future learn- 
ing more likely by helping to keep the brain plastic. Some 
research suggests that learning certain skills may be eas- 
ier in late adolescence than early adolescence, which sug- 
gests that the window of opportunity created by 
heightened brain plasticity may be open longer than one 
might think (Knoll et al., 2016). 


Adolescent Thinking in Context 


As our understanding of adolescent thinking has 
expanded, researchers have begun to look beyond labora- 
tory experiments and standardized tests to examine how 
the cognitive changes of adolescence actually affect teen- 
agers’ day-to-day thoughts and actions. Do advances in 
hypothetical thinking or information-processing abilities 
make a difference in the real world? How do the brain 
changes that take place in adolescence play out in every- 
day experiences? To answer these questions, psycholo- 
gists have studied the practical side of adolescent thinking 
with respect to how people think about social situations 
and how they think about risk. 


Social Cognition in Adolescence 


Social cognition involves such cognitive activities as 
thinking about people, social relationships, and social 
institutions (Smetana & Villalobos, 2009). Compared 
with those of children, adolescents’ conceptions of inter- 
personal relationships, their understanding of human 
behavior, their ideas about social institutions and organi- 
zations, and their ability to figure out what other people 
are thinking are far more developed. Gains in the area of 
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social cognition help account for many of the psychoso- 
cial advances typically associated with adolescence— 
advances in the realms of identity, autonomy, achievement, 
intimacy, and sexuality. Individual differences in social 
cognitive abilities also help explain why some adolescents 
have more social problems than others (Dodge, Coie, & 
Lynam, 2006; Fontaine et al., 2008). 

Research on social cognition during adolescence 
includes many topics, but four of the most often studied 
concern (1) theory of mind; (2) thinking about social 
relationships; (3) understanding social conventions; and 
(4) conceptions of laws, civil liberties, and rights (Rote & 
Smetana, 2011; Smetana & Villalobos, 2009). 


Theory of Mind During preadolescence and adoles- 
cence, individuals develop a more nuanced understanding 
of other people's personalities and psychological states, 
enabled in part by brain maturation in systems that sup- 
port what is called mentalizing—the ability to understand 
someone else's mental state (Burnett et al., 2011; C. Har- 
enski et al.,2012; Pfeifer & Peake, 2012). As they develop 
a more sophisticated theory of mind, the ability to under- 
stand that others have beliefs, intentions, and knowledge 
that may be different from one's own, adolescents are bet- 
ter able to interpret the feelings of others and to infer their 
motives and feelings, even when specific information of 
this sort is not directly observable (Choudhury, Blake- 
more, & Charman, 2006; Dumontheil, Apperly, & Blake- 
more, 2010). This can be especially helpful when 
evaluating an advertisement or some other attempt at per- 
suasion, such as an Internet video designed to influence a 
purchasing decision (van Rei- 
jmersdal & van Dam, 2020). 
Adolescents also become better 
at lying as a result of these 
improvements in social cogni- 
tion (Evans & Lee, 2011). 

Not only are adolescents 
more capable of discerning 
another person's perspective on 
some issue or event, they are also 
better able to understand that 
person's perspective on their 
own point of view. They are 
especially able to take the per- 
spective of someone the same 
age (Conson et al., 2017). Ulti- 
mately, adolescents’ improve- 
ments in their ability to figure 
out what others are thinking lead 
to improvements in communica- 
tion because they become more 
capable of formulating argu- 
ments in terms that are more 
likely to be understood by some- 
one whose opinion is different. 


zone of proximal 
development 


more advanced skills. 


scaffolding 


so that it is just within the 
reach of the student. 


social cognition 
The aspect of cognition that 


people, about interpersonal 
relations, and about social 
institutions. 


mentalizing 
The ability to understand 
someone else's mental state. 


theory of mind 


and knowledge that may be 
different from one's own. 


In Vygotsky's theory, the level 
of challenge that is still within 
the individual's reach but that 
forces an individual to develop 


Structuring a learning situation 


concerns thinking about other 


The ability to understand that 
others have beliefs, intentions, 
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social conventions 
The norms that govern 
everyday behavior in social 
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This gain in perspective taking may change the dynamics of 
adolescents’ relationships with their parents—for better 
(because adolescents are able to see more things from their 
parents’ point of view) and for worse (because adolescents 
may use these advanced social cognitive abilities to chal- 
lenge their parents’ authority or deceive them) (Gingo, 
Roded, & Turiel, 2017; Smetana & Villalobos, 2009). 


Thinking About Social Relationships Improve- 
ments in mentalizing lead to changes in the way that ado- 
lescents think about relationships with peers and parents. 
One topic that researchers have been especially interested 
in concerns adolescents’ beliefs about peer exclusion 
(Leets & Sunwolf, 2005). All other things equal, children 
believe that it is wrong to exclude peers from social activ- 
ities (e.g., whether to invite the whole class or just one’s 
close friends to a birthday party). With age, however, as 
adolescents’ understanding of group dynamics becomes 
more sophisticated, they begin to take into account other 
considerations, such as personality (“She’s not open- 
minded . . . we all feel weird around her”), the activity 
context (“We thought he wasn’t good enough to play bas- 
ketball”), and the reason for excluding some individuals 
but not others (“[The party] was a team thing”) (Recchia, 
Brehl, & Wainryb, 2012, p. 198). On the other hand, ado- 
lescents generally believe that social exclusion on the 
basis of gender orientation, nationality, race, or ethnicity 
is wrong (Brenick & Killen, 2014; Ruck et al., 2015). 

Changes in adolescents’ understanding of social rela- 
tionships also transform their beliefs about authority, 
which has important implications for their relationships 
with parents and other adults (Smetana & Villalobos, 
2009). With age, adolescents increasingly distinguish 
between moral issues (such as whether it is acceptable to 
steal from someone else) and conventional ones (such as 
whether one eats dessert before or after the main course) 
(Lahat, Helwig, & Zelazo, 2013). Although the stereo- 
type of adolescents is that they invariably come to reject 
the authority of adults, research shows that what happens 
instead is that adolescents increasingly distinguish 
between issues that authority figures have the right to 
regulate and issues that are their own personal choices 
(Gingo et al., 2017). For example, adolescents by and 
large are in favor of laws that prohibit stealing and vandal- 
ism but are less accepting of laws concerning curfews and 
loitering (Oosterhoff & Metzger, 2017). 

As adolescents begin to make these distinctions, they 
often question their parents’ authority (Thomas et al., 
2020). Issues that had been viewed as matters of right 
and wrong start to seem like matters of personal choice 
and, as such, beyond the bounds of parental authority 
(Cheah, Leung, & Ozdemir, 
2018; Van Petegem et al., 
2017). Parents’ rules about 
such things as the cleanliness 
of the adolescent’s bedroom 


situations. 


or bedtimes on school nights, which had been accepted 
as matters of right and wrong, start to seem like arbitrary 
conventions that are open to debate. Here’s how one girl 
described it: 


In the beginning their word was law I guess. Whatever 
they decided together was what we would do regardless of 
what. ... Now I will push back if I dont think it's fair... . 
I wont maybe give in as easily which can be good and bad. 
(Parkin & Kuczynski, 2012, p. 645). 


One main source of conflict between adolescents and 
their parents involves which issues parents have legiti- 
mate authority over and which they do not (Chen-Gaddini, 
Liu, & Nucci, 2020). An adolescent boy explained how 
he handled it: 


I dont enjoy that they ask me questions all the time and 

nag me about going out and stuff. . . . I'll give them answers 
but they're discreet answers. I'll give them little parts of things 
just to make it sound good, I guess. (Parkin & Kuczynski, 
2012, p. 649). 


Similar changes occur in adolescents' beliefs about their 
teachers' authority (Smetana & Bitz, 1996) and the author- 
ity of groups to dictate how individuals should behave 
(Helwig et al., 2011). For instance, adolescents understand 
that teachers have the right to demand that students show 
up for class on time and sit quietly if asked, but they believe 
that students should be able to decide where they sit. It's 
also the case that juvenile offenders who believe they have 
been treated fairly by police officers and other adults they 
encounter fare better and are less cynical about the legal 
system than those who feel mistreated (Hofer, Womack, & 
Wilson, 2020; Slocum & Wiley, 2018). 


Understanding Social Conventions The realization 
that individuals' perspectives vary and that their opinions 
may differ as a result leads to changes in the ways that 
adolescents approach issues regarding social conventions 
(Smetana & Villalobos, 2009). During middle childhood, 
social conventions—the social norms that guide day-to-day 
behavior, such as waiting in line to buy movie tickets—are 
seen as arbitrary and changeable but adherence to them 
is not; compliance with such conventions is based on 
rules and on the dictates of authority. When you were 
7 years old, you might not have understood why people 
had to wait in line to buy movie tickets, but when your 
parents told you to wait in line, you waited. 

By early adolescence, however, conventions often are 
seen as arbitrary social expectations. As an adolescent, 
you begin to realize that people wait in line because they 
are expected to, not because they are forced to. Indeed, 
young adolescents often see social conventions as nothing 
but social expectations and, consequently, as insufficient 
reasons for compliance. You can probably imagine young 
teenagers saying something like this: "Why wait in a ticket 
line simply because other people are lined up? There isn't 
a law that forces you to wait in line, is there?" 


Adolescence is a time of changes in the way we think abut 
social conventions, such as having to wait in a line to buy movie 
tickets. martinedoucet/Getty Images 


Gradually, however, adolescents begin to see social 
conventions as the means by which society regulates peo- 
ple’s behavior. Conventions may be arbitrary, but we fol- 
low them because we share an understanding of how 
people are expected to behave in various situations. We 
wait in line for theater tickets not because we want to 
comply with any rule but because it is something we are 
accustomed to doing. 

Ultimately, individuals come to see that social conven- 
tions help to coordinate interactions among people. 
Social norms and expectations are derived from and 
maintained by individuals having a common perspective 
and agreeing that, in given situations, certain behaviors 
are more desirable than others because such behaviors 
help society and its institutions function more smoothly. 
Without the convention of waiting in line to buy movie 
tickets, the pushiest people would always get tickets first. 
Older adolescents can see that waiting in line not only 
benefits the theater by keeping order but also preserves 
everyone’s right to a fair chance to buy tickets. In other 
words, we wait in line patiently because we all agree that 
it is better if tickets are distributed fairly. 


Conceptions of Laws, Civil Liberties, and Rights 
As is the case with individuals’ developing understanding 
of relationships between people, over the course of ado- 
lescence individuals also become more nuanced in the 
way they think about the relationship between the individ- 
ual and society. 

Most research on adolescents’ beliefs about rights and 
civil liberties comes from studies of Western, middle-class 
youth, and it is important to be cautious about generaliz- 
ing the findings of these studies to young people from 
other cultures. Nevertheless, even in collectivist cultures 
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that place less emphasis on the rights of the individual, 
adolescents become increasingly likely to believe that 
there are some freedoms—such as freedom of speech and 
freedom of religion—that should not be restricted (Smet- 
ana & Villalobos, 2009). That said, research also finds 
that, with age, teenagers come to believe that there are 
situations in which it may be legitimate to restrict individ- 
ual rights to serve the benefit of the community. 

The distinction that adolescents draw between laws 
and social conventions became perfectly clear during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As you probably remember, during 
the summer prior to the 2020 fall semester, college 
administrators struggled to come up with ways of reopen- 
ing campuses without jeopardizing the health of students, 
faculty, university personnel, and members of the sur- 
rounding community. Authorities made clear that these 
plans depended on students' willingness to voluntarily 
comply with social distancing guidelines, which urged 
people to avoid large indoor parties and social events. 

Even before they returned to campus, though, students 
began gathering in bars, fraternity houses, and off-campus 
house parties, protesting that it was their "right" to social- 
ize as they pleased. After all, some students said, these 
weren't laws but social conventions (like waiting in line 
for movie tickets). Perhaps it would have been wiser, at 
least from a public health perspective, for state and 
municipal governments to close these gathering spots, 
rather than depend on students' adherence to social con- 
ventions: Within the first few weeks of the semester, 
many universities saw such dramatic surges in coronavi- 
rus infections that they had to close their campuses and 
send students home. 

Several themes cut across the research findings from 
studies of different aspects of social cognition—the way 
we think about people, relationships, conventions, and 
rights. First, as individuals move into and through adoles- 
cence, they become better able to step outside themselves 
and see things from other vantage points. Second, adoles- 
cents are better able to see that the social *rules" we 
follow (in the family, at school, and in broader society) 
are not absolute and are therefore subject to debate and 
questioning. Third, with age, adolescents develop a more 
differentiated, more nuanced understanding of social 
norms. Yes, individuals are entitled to certain rights, but 
there are some situations under which it might be appro- 
priate to curtail them. Yes, it is generally wrong to exclude 
others, but sometimes social exclusion is justifiable 
(Killen et al., 2013). 

These gains in social cognition help to account for 
gains in social competence during adolescence. Adoles- 
cents who have more sophisticated social cognitive abili- 
ties actually behave in more socially competent ways 
(Eisenberg et al., 2009). Although there is more to social 
competence than social cognition, being able to under- 
stand social relationships is an important component of 
social maturity. 
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behavioral decision theory 
An approach to understanding 
adolescent risk taking, in which 
behaviors are seen as the 
outcome of systematic 
decision-making processes. 
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Adolescent Risk Taking 


A second practical application of research into adoles- 
cent thinking involves the study of adolescent risk taking. 
The main health problems of adolescence are the result 
of behaviors that can be prevented—behaviors such as 
substance abuse, reckless driving, and unprotected sex. In 
the real world (IOM and NRC, 2011) and on many labo- 
ratory tasks of risky decision making (Defoe et al., 2015; 
Rosenbaum et al., 2018; Shulman & Cauffman, 2014), 
adolescents take more risks than adults, not only in the 
United States, where much of this research has been con- 
ducted, but around the world (Duell et al., 2018). 
Although of course not all adolescents are risk takers, by 
and large, adults are more risk avoidant than teenagers 
are (van Duijvenvoorde et al., 2015). 

The Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, a fed- 
eral agency that monitors the 
health of Americans, surveys 
American high school students 
annually and asks whether 
they had engaged in various 
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Recent research on cognitive development in adolescence has 
been aimed at understanding the thinking behind adolescent 
risk taking. Photodisc/Getty Images 


behaviors during the previous 30 days (Centers for Dis- 
ease Control and Prevention, 2020). Risk taking is com- 
mon among adolescents. Nearly half of all sexually active 
students did not use a condom the last time they had 
intercourse. Close to 40% of teen drivers report having 
texted while driving. Nearly 15% have tried opiod medica- 
tion that had been prescribed for someone else. 


Behavioral Decision Theory A number of writers 
have looked at adolescent risk taking from a perspective 
called behavioral decision theory (Kahneman, 2011). In 
this perspective, which draws heavily on economics, deci- 
sion making is a rational process in which individuals 
calculate the costs and benefits of alternative courses of 
action and behave in ways that maximize the benefits and 
minimize the costs. According to this theory, all behav- 
iors, including risky ones, can be analyzed as the outcome 
of a process involving five steps: (1) identifying alterna- 
tive choices, (2) identifying the consequences that might 
follow from each choice, (3) evaluating the costs and ben- 
efits of each possible consequence, (4) assessing the like- 
lihood of each possible consequence, and (5) combining 
all this information according to some decision rule 
(Beyth-Marom et al., 1993). 

For example, an adolescent girl who is trying to decide 
whether to accept a ride home from a party with friends 
who have been drinking will (1) identify the choices (to 
accept the ride or not), (2) identify the consequences (“If 
I accept the ride and we get into an accident, I could be 
seriously hurt, but if I don’t accept the ride, my friends 
will make fun of me for being a ‘loser’”), (3) evaluate the 
desirability of each consequence (“Appearing like a 
‘loser’ to my friends is bad, but being in an accident would 
be terrible”), (4) assess the likelihood of each conse- 
quence (“My friends probably won't really change their 
opinion of me just because I turn down the ride, and my 
friend who is driving is so drunk that he really might get 
into an accident”), and (5) combine all the information 
according to some decision rule (“All things considered, 
I think I won’t take the ride”). 

From the perspective of behavioral decision theory, 
then, it is important to ask whether adolescents use differ- 
ent processes than adults in identifying, estimating, and 
evaluating behavioral options and consequences. If risky 
decisions are the result of faulty information processing— 
in attention or memory, for example—perhaps it would 
make sense to train adolescents in these basic cognitive 
abilities as a means of lessening their risk taking. 

As we have seen, however, adolescents, at least by the 
time they are 15 or so, have the same basic cognitive abil- 
ities as adults (Steinberg & Icenogle, 2019). This is true 
even for issues as complicated as deciding whether to 
abort a pregnancy (Icenogle et al., 2019). The major gains 
in the cognitive skills that affect decision making appear 
to occur between childhood and adolescence, rather than 
between adolescence and adulthood. Thus, educating 


adolescents in how to make “better” decisions is not likely 
to reduce risk taking (Steinberg, 2015). There is no evi- 
dence, for example, that adolescents are worse at perceiv- 
ing risks than adults are (Ivers et al., 2009; Van 
Leijenhorst, Westenberg, & Crone, 2008). However, 
research indicates that adolescents vary far more than 
adults in how they interpret words and phrases used to 
describe risk—words such as “probably,” “likely,” or “a 
very low chance"—suggesting that health educators and 
practitioners should not take for granted that an adoles- 
cent's understanding of a message about risk is what the 
educator thinks it is (Mills, Reyna, & Estrada, 2008). 
Similarly, just because an adolescent says that she knows 
that having "safe sex" can protect her against sexually 
transmitted diseases doesn't necessarily mean that she 
knows the specific behaviors that constitute safe sex 
(Reyna & Farley, 2006). 


Age Differences in Values and Priorities If ado- 
lescents use the same decision-making processes as 
adults and if adolescents are no more likely than adults 
to think of themselves as invulnerable, why, then, are 
adolescents more likely to engage in risky behavior? 
One answer may involve the different values and priori- 
ties that adolescents and adults have (Do, Sharp, & Tel- 
zer, 2020). For example, an individual's decision to try 
cocaine at a party may involve evaluating a number of 
different consequences, including the legal and health 
risks, the pleasure the drug may induce, and the way in 
which he or she will be judged (both positively and neg- 
atively) by peers (Andrews et al., 2020). An adult and an 
adolescent may both consider all these consequences, 
but the adult may place relatively more weight on the 
health risks of trying the drug, while the adolescent may 
place relatively more weight on the social consequences 
of not trying it. (Young adolescents' risky decision mak- 
ing is especially influenced by the opinions of their 
peers; Knoll et al., 2015). Although an adult may see an 
adolescent's decision to value peer acceptance more 
than health as irrational, an adolescent may see the 
adults decision as equally incomprehensible. Behav- 
ioral decision theory reminds us that many decisions— 
even risky ones—can be seen as rational once we 
understand how an individual estimates and evaluates 
the consequences of various courses of action. 

One very important difference between adolescents 
and adults is that, when weighing the costs and benefits 
of engaging in a risky behavior, adolescents are more 
attuned to the potential rewards than are adults (Modecki, 
2016). This difference is consistent with changes that are 
taking place in the limbic system around the time of 
puberty, which we discussed earlier in this chapter. Stud- 
ies of juvenile offenders have found, for instance, that 
adolescents' criminal activity is more strongly related to 
their beliefs about the potential rewards of the activity 
(e.g., being seen as “cool”) than to their perceptions of 
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the activity's potential costs (e.g., the chances of being 
arrested) (Loughran et al., 2016; Shulman, Monahan, & 
Steinberg, 2017). As several writers have pointed out, this 
has important implications for the prevention of risky 
behavior among adolescents (Victor & Hariri, 2016). It 
may be more important to convince adolescents that the 
rewards of a risky activity are small (e.g., that few people 
will actually look up to someone for being violent) than to 
persuade them that the costs are large (e.g., that being 
incarcerated will be terrible). 

In all likelihood, of course, neither adolescents' nor 
adults' decisions are always made in as straightforward or 
rational a way suggested by behavioral decision theory. 
Nevertheless, this approach has opened up a new way of 
thinking about adolescent risk taking. Instead of viewing 
risky activities as the result of irrational or faulty judg- 
ment, experts are now trying to understand where and 
how adolescents obtain the information they use in reach- 
ing their conclusions and how accurate the information 
is. If, for example, adolescents underestimate the likeli- 
hood of getting pregnant following unprotected sex, sex 
education efforts might focus on teaching teenagers the 
actual probability. (Of course, this presumes that adoles- 
cents' decisions about whether to have sex are made ratio- 
nally, which may not be the case [Levine, 2001 ].) 


Emotional and Contextual Influences on Risk 
Taking We should also keep in mind that emotional 
and contextual factors, as well as cognitive ones, contrib- 
ute to adolescent risk taking (Dahl, 2008; Rivers, Reyna, 
& Mills, 2008; Steinberg, 2010). Several researchers have 
noted that adolescents may differ from adults in import- 
ant ways that are not captured by measures of logical 
reasoning, such as susceptibility to peer pressure, impul- 
sivity, orientation to the present rather than the future, or 
reward seeking (Cauffman et al., 2010; de Water, Cil- 
lessen, & Scheres, 2014; Steinberg & Icenogle, 2019). A 
number of studies have shown that adolescents' decision 
making is as good as adults' when individuals are tested 
under calm conditions but that the quality of adolescents' 
decision making declines more than adults' when they are 
emotionally aroused (Figner & Weber, 2011; van Duijven- 
voorde et al., 2010) or fatigued (Silva et al., 2017). 

With respect to emotional factors, for example, studies 
show that individuals who are high in reward seeking and 
sensation seeking—that is, who seek out novel and intense 
experiences—are more likely to engage in various types of 
risky behaviors, both positive and maladaptive, than their 
peers (Harden & Mann, 2015) and that both reward seeking 
and sensation seeking are higher during adolescence than 
childhood or adulthood (Duckworth & Steinberg, 2015). 
Similarly, adolescents who are especially impulsive are also 
more likely to engage in mal- 
adaptive risky behavior (Forrest 
et al., 2019; Kim-Spoon et al., 
2017; Khurana et al., 2018). 


sensation seeking 


are novel or exciting. 


The pursuit of experiences that 
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Figure 2.8 Around the world, 20 
adolescence is a time of 

heightened sensation seeking 15 
and still developing self- 
regulation. The gray bars 
indicate the age at which there 
is a peak (sensation seeking) 
or plateau (self-regulation). 
(Figure 1 from Steinberg et al., 2018) 
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One reason that middle adolescence is a period of 
heightened risk taking is that it is a period characterized 
by a combination of high sensation seeking and high 
impulsivity (Harden & Tucker-Drob, 2011; Smith, Xiao, & 
Bechara, 2012), especially among boys (Shulman et al., 
2014), most likely because of the impact of testosterone 
in particular on sensation seeking and impulsivity 
(Harden et al., 2018; Laube, Lorenz, & van den Bos, 
2020). One study of more than 5,000 people from 11 
countries found that, around the world, adolescence is a 
time of heightened reward seeking and immature 
self-control (Steinberg et al., 2018) (see Figure 2.8). At all 
ages, people who are high in sensation seeking and low in 
impulse control are more likely to be risk takers, both in 
the real world and in laboratory experiments (Duell et al., 
2016; Lydon-Staley & Geier, 2018; Wasserman, Crockett, 
& Hoffman, 2017). 

The context in which individuals spend time matters, 
too (Boyer, 2006). A good deal of adolescents' risk taking 
takes place in contexts in which they are emotionally 


Age 


aroused (either very positively or very negatively), unsu- 
pervised by adults, and with their peers (Kretsch & 
Harden, 2014). As noted earlier, individuals’ susceptibil- 
ity to peer pressure is higher during early and middle ado- 
lescence than later, suggesting that one reason for 
teenagers' greater risk taking is the fact that they spend so 
much time in the peer group (Steinberg & Monahan, 
2007). Most adolescent risk taking, including delin- 
quency, drinking, and reckless behavior, occurs when 
other teenagers are present (Steinberg, 2014a). But the 
ways in which adolescents are influenced by their friends 
also depend on what adolescents think their peers would 
do. In one experiment in which adolescents were asked to 
complete a risk-taking task, compared to participants 
who were not given information about other players' per- 
formance, adolescents were more likely to take risks 
when they were told that this is what other people their 
age had done, but they were more likely to play it safe if 
they were told that their peers had done so (Braams, 
Davidow, & Somerville, 2019) (see Figure 2.9). 


Risky choice (%) 


Solo Safe Risky 
No Peer Peers Peers 
Information 


Figure 2.9 When playing a risk-taking game, compared 
to participants who were not given information about 
other players’ performance, teenagers were more likely 
to make risky decisions if they had been told that this is 
what other people their age had done but less likely to 
do so if they were told that their peers had made safe 
decisions. (Braams et al., 2020) 


Several studies of adolescent risk taking have looked at 
teenagers’ decision making while driving. Although ado- 
lescent drivers, on average, take more chances than 
adults, how adolescents drive depends on who is in the 
car; adolescents drive much more safely when their par- 
ents are passengers than when they are driving alone or 
with their friends (Simons-Morton et al., 2011; Telzer, 
Ichien, & Qu, 2015). One study found that having their 
mother around actually increases activation in adoles- 
cents’ reward centers when they are making safe deci- 
sions but decreases it when they are making risky ones 
(Guassi Moreira & Telzer, 2016). In other words, when 
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your mother is around, it may actually feel better to make 
prudent choices than dangerous ones! And, when faced 
with risky choices, teenagers who have relatively more 
positive relationships with their parents are less likely to 
take risks (Do, Guassi Moreira & Telzer, 2017) and less 
likely to show activation of the brain's reward centers 
(Qu et al., 2015). 

The effect of peers on adolescent risk taking is clearly 
evident in studies of driving crashes. As Figure 2.10 shows, 
having multiple passengers in the car increases the risk of 
crashes dramatically among 16- and 17-year-old drivers, 
significantly among 18- and 19-year-old drivers, and not at 
all among adults. This is both because adolescent passen- 
gers can be distracting to new drivers and because adoles- 
cents are simply more likely to take risks in the presence 
of peers (Clentifanti et al., 2014; Foss & Goodwin, 2014; 
Pradhan et al., 2014). 

Consistent with this, one experiment in which adoles- 
cents, college undergraduates, and adults who were either 
alone or in a room with their friends played a video driv- 
ing game that permitted risky driving—for instance, driv- 
ing through an intersection after a traffic light had turned 
yellow—found that the mere fact of having friends watch- 
ing their performance increased risk taking among ado- 
lescents and undergraduates but not among adults 
(Gardner & Steinberg, 2005). In a subsequent study in 
which the researchers imaged the teens' brains while they 
played a similar video driving game, the results indicated 
that the brain regions associated with the experience of 
reward were much more likely to be activated when the 
teenagers were observed by their friends than when they 
were alone and that risky driving was correlated with 
heightened activity in the brain's reward areas. Thus, in 
the presence of their peers, adolescents may pay more 
attention to the potential rewards of a risky decision than 
they do when they are alone (O'Brien et al., 2011; Smith 
et al., 2015). This peer effect on adolescent risk taking is 
not seen, however, if a slightly older adult is present 
(Silva, Chein, & Steinberg, 2016) (see Figure 2.11). 


Figure 2.10 Although adolescents 

on average are riskier drivers than 
adults, who is in the car makes a big 
difference. Teens drive more recklessly 
when they are alone or with peers than 
when they have adult passengers. 
(Simons-Morton et al., 2011) 
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With Peers With Peers 


and One Adult 


Alone 


Figure 211 Adolescents make riskier decisions when 
they are with their peers, but the presence of a slightly 
older adult eliminates this peer effect on risk taking. 
(Figure 1 from Silva, Chein, & Steinberg, 2016) 


Logic and Intuition More recently, several theorists 
have proposed models of adolescent risk taking that con- 
sider the ways in which two different thinking systems— 
one that is deliberative and logical, and one that is 
intuitive and gut-level—interact to influence behavior 
(Reyna et al., 2015; Romer, Reyna, & Satterthwaite, 
2017). According to these perspectives, the heightened 
risk taking seen during adolescence and the drop in risk 
taking in adulthood can’t be entirely due to deficiencies 
in logical reasoning because adults themselves do not 
always act logically. As the Nobel Prize-winning psychol- 
ogist Daniel Kahneman has pointed out (2011), we all 
often behave in ways that defy logic. 

For instance, suppose I describe someone to you as 
quiet, introspective, methodical, and nerdy, and ask you 
whether that person is more likely to be a mathematician 
or a waiter. Most people say “mathematician.” But this is 
certainly not correct—since in the United States, there are 
over 7 million people who are waiters or waitresses and 
only 3,000 people employed as mathematicians! If you 
answered “mathematician,” you were probably using your 
intuition, rather than logic. In this example, the gut-level 
choice happens to be wrong, but in many situations in 
life, our intuitions are correct. Being able to make some 
decisions intuitively takes advantage of experience and 
permits us to make decisions much more quickly than we 
would be able to do if we had to reason everything out. 
Although the development of logical thinking may differ- 
entiate adolescents from children, the main change to 
take place between adolescence and adulthood is not the 
further development of logical decision making (as you 
read earlier, this is pretty much completed by age 15 or 
so) but the continued development of intuitive decision 
making that is based on experience. 

What stops adults from taking a lot of risks is not that 
they are good at systematically analyzing the probabilities 
of various outcomes but because they get a gut-level feel- 
ing that keeps them away from the risky act. If I am 


standing on a cliff overlooking a dark body of water that 
I can’t see into, the reason I don’t jump is not that I’ve 
logically assessed my chances of getting hurt and decided 
that the odds are not in my favor. I don't jump because 
something inside me immediately tells me that it is a 
dumb thing to do. I don't even have to think about it. In 
one study in which adolescents and adults were asked 
while their brain was scanned whether some obviously 
risky things (eg, “setting your hair on fire,” “swimming 
with sharks") were bad things to do, the researchers 
found that the adolescents took longer to respond and 
were more likely than adults to activate brain regions that 
are involved in deliberative thinking; adults, in contrast, 
were more likely than adolescents to activate regions that 
reflect gut-level responding (Baird, Fugelsang, & Bennett, 
2005). One other study has found that improvements in 
deliberative decision-making abilities are associated with 
more, not less, risk taking (Wolff & Crockett, 2011). 


Reducing Adolescent Risk Taking Generally speak- 
ing, the most common approach to reducing adolescent 
risk taking is through classroom-based education pro- 
grams designed to teach adolescents about the dangers of 
various activities (e.g., smoking, unprotected sex, drink- 
ing and driving), about making better decisions, and 
about resisting peer pressure to engage in risky activity. 
However, the evidence that these programs work is very 
shaky. For example, one evaluation of laws banning tex- 
ting while driving found significant reductions in crash- 
related hospitalizations among adults but not among 
teenagers (Ferdinand et al., 2015). If, as we have seen, 
adolescents do not seem to be ignorant about the risks of 
these activities or deficient in the ways in which they 
make decisions, it does not seem likely that efforts to 
change their knowledge or decision making will result in 
very much risk reduction. Indeed, some writers have 
argued that enabling adolescents to make more accurate 
determinations of risk may inadvertently increase risky 
behavior because the actual probabilities of something 
bad happening after engaging in a risky act are actually 
very small (Reyna, Weldon, & McCormick, 2015). Plus, 
adolescents are more likely than adults to be swayed by 
their personal experiences than by information alone 
(Rosenbaum et al., 2018). And if recent research on brain 
maturation is pointing to reasons for the inherent vulner- 
ability of adolescence—the combination of heightened 
sensation seeking and immature impulse control—perhaps 
it makes sense to rethink our approach to the problem 
(Reniers et al., 2016; Steinberg, 2015). 

One alternative approach might focus on limiting ado- 
lescents' opportunities to put themselves in risky situa- 
tions. For example, because we know that adolescents are 
more likely to have automobile accidents when they have 
teenage passengers in the car or drive at night, limiting 
the situations under which teenagers are permitted to 
drive, especially after they are newly licensed, would give 


adolescents the driver’s license they so covet but limit 
risky driving. Many states have found that graduated 
driver licensing, which phases adolescent drivers into full 
unrestricted driving privileges over time, lowers the inci- 
dence of fatal crashes involving 16-year-old drivers, 
although it appears to increase the incidence of crashes 
among 18-year-olds (Masten, Foss, & Marshall, 2011). 

It is also possible to reduce adolescent risk taking 
through economic policies. For example, although antito- 
bacco education has met with only limited success, 
increases in the cost of cigarettes have dramatically reduced 
the rate of teen smoking. Thus, raising the price of tobacco 
or alcohol would likely diminish adolescents’ use of these 
products because adolescents generally do not have a great 
deal of money and would therefore be sensitive to increases 
in the cost of smoking or drinking (Chaloupka, 2004). 
Another possibility would be to make risky things harder 
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for adolescents to obtain by more strictly enforcing policies 
that prohibit stores from selling tobacco and alcohol to 
minors, limiting the supply of illegal drugs, or enforcing 
laws that limit adolescents' access to firearms (Rowland, 
Toumbourou, & Livingston, 2015). Yet a third possibility 
would be to make the penalties for engaging in certain risky 
behaviors, such as reckless or drunk driving, more severe 
and in so doing increase the salience of the potential costs 
of engaging in the risky behavior. Finally, to the extent that 
sensation seeking may be a normal part of adolescence, 
perhaps we can figure out how to provide safe outlets for 
this motivation. Not all risk taking is bad, after all, and 
many adolescents take risks in order to help others (Do 
et al., 2017). The challenge for parents, educators, and pol- 
icy makers is to find ways to permit adolescents to take 
risks without putting themselves in situations in which they 
can hurt themselves. 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 
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Special Transitional Problems of Poor, 
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The Effects of Poverty on the Transition into 
Adulthood 


What Can Be Done to Ease the Transition? 


The Influence of Neighborhood Conditions 
on Adolescent Development 


Processes of Neighborhood Influences 


What events in your life told you—and others around 
you—that you were no longer a child and had finally 
become an adolescent? Was it when you turned 13? Fin- 
ished elementary school? Went to your first boy—girl party? 
W allowed to be at the mall without an adult? 

And what signaled, or will signal, that you are an adult? 
Turning 18? Turning 21? No longer being financially depen- 
dent on your parents? Getting your first full-time job? Get- 
ting your driver's license? Graduating from college? Getting 
your first apartment? Getting married? 

Each of these social transitions is not just an event. 
Each is also a source of information—to the adolescent 
and those in his or her life—about the person's stage of 
development. Parents may treat their children differently 
once they start high school, even if their appearance and 
behavior haven't changed. Neighbors might look at a child 
who has grown up next door differently once they see him 
or her driving. Adolescents may feel different about them- 
selves once they have started working at a *real" job. 

In all societies, adolescence is a period of social transi- 
tion for the individual. Over the course of these years, peo- 
ple cease to be viewed by society as children and come to 
be recognized as adults. 

This chapter is about the ways in which individuals are 
redefined during adolescence and the implications of this 
process for psychological development. Although the spe- 
cific elements of this social passage from childhood into 
adulthood vary across time and place, the recognition that 
the individual's status has changed—a social redefinition 
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ofthe individual—is universal. In this chapter, we will look at 
athird fundamental feature of adolescence: changes in the 
way in which society defines who that person is and deter- 
mines what rights and responsibilities she or he has as a 
consequence. 

Along with the biological changes of puberty and 
changes in thinking abilities, changes in social roles and 
social status constitut 


yet another universal feature of 
development during adolescence. As you will read, some 
theorists have argued that the nature of adolescent devel- 
pment is far more influenced by the way in which society 
efines the economic and social roles of young people 
than by the biological or cognitive changes of the period. 
The study of social transitions in adolescence provides 
an interesting vehicle through which to compare adoles- 
cence across different cultures and historical epochs. 
uberty, after all, is pretty much the same everywhere 
although its timing and meaning may vary from place to 
place). Abstract thinking and logical reasoning don't differ 
from one society to the next (although what people think 
nd reason about certainly does). The social transitions of 
adolescence are not the same, however. Huge differences 
xist between the processes of social redefinition in differ- 
ent parts of the world, just as they have differed during 
different historical epochs. In examining some of these dif- 
ferences, you will come to understand better how the way 
n which society structures the transition of adolescents 
nto adult roles influences the nature of psychosocial 
development during the period. 
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Social Redefinition and 
Psychosocial Development 


Like the biological and cognitive transitions of adoles- 
cence, the social transitions have important consequences 
for the adolescent's psychosocial development. In the 
realm of identity, for example, attainment of adult status 
may transform a young woman's self-concept, causing her 
to feel more mature and to think more seriously about 
future work and family roles. Similarly, someone may feel 
older and more mature the first time he reports to work, 
goes into a bar, drives without an adult in the car, or 
votes. In turn, these new activities and opportunities may 
prompt self-evaluation and introspection. 

Becoming an adult member of society, accompanied as 
it is by increases in responsibilities and freedom, also has 
an impact on the development of autonomy, or indepen- 
dence. In contrast to the child, the adolescent-turned-adult 
faces a wider range of decisions that may have serious 
long-term consequences (Cauffman et al., 2015). An 


individual who has reached the drinking age, for example, 
must decide how to handle this new privilege. Should he 
go along with the crowd and drink every weekend night, 
follow his parents' example and abstain from drinking, or 
chart a middle ground? And in return for the privileges 
that come with adult status, the adolescent-turned-adult is 
expected to behave in a more responsible fashion. For 
example, receiving a driver's license carries with it the 
obligation of driving safely. The attainment of adult status 
provides chances for the young person to exercise auton- 
omy and to develop a greater sense of independence. 
Reaching adulthood often has important implications 
in the realm of achievement. In contemporary society, 
people can hold informal jobs, such as babysitting, when 
they are still young, but it is not until adult work status is 
attained (typically at age 15 or 
16 in the United States) that 
young people can enter the 
labor force as full-time employ- 
ees. And not until young people 


social redefinition 


redefined by society. 


The process through which an 
individual's position or status is 
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age of majority 

The designated age at which 
an individual is recognized as 
an adult. less industrialized societies, 


statutory rape 

Sex between two individuals, 
even when it is consensual, 
when at least one of the 
persons is below the legal age 
of consent; in the United States, 
the specific age of consent 
varies from state to state. 
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have reached a designated age 
are they permitted to leave 
school of their own volition. In 


becoming an adult typically 
entails entrance into the pro- 
ductive activities of the commu- 
nity. Together, these shifts are 
likely to prompt changes in the 
young person’s skills, aspira- 
tions, and expectations. 

Changes in social definition 
often bring with them changes 
in relationships with others. Social redefinition at ado- 
lescence is therefore likely to raise new questions and 
concerns for the young person about intimacy—including 
such matters as dating and marriage. Many parents pro- 
hibit their children from dating until they have reached 
an “appropriate” age. Not until the age of majority (the 
legal age for adult status) are individuals allowed to 
marry without first gaining their parents’ permission. In 
certain societies, young people may even be required to 
marry when they reach adulthood, entering into a mar- 
riage that may have been arranged while they were children 
(Schlegel, 2009). 

Finally, changes in status at adolescence also may 
affect sexual development. In contemporary society, for 
example, laws governing sexual behavior (such as the defi- 
nition of statutory rape) typically differentiate between 
individuals who have and have not attained adult status. 
One problem continuing to face contemporary society 
is whether sexually active individuals who are not yet 
legal adults should be able to make independent deci- 
sions about such matters as abortion and contraception 
(Cauffman et al., 2015). 


The Elongation of Adolescence 


Adolescence is longer today than it has ever been in 
human history. 

Deciding how we define a stage of life—when it begins 
and when it ends—is inherently subjective. Experts use 
puberty to mark the beginning of adolescence because it’s 
easy to measure, has obvious consequences (such as sex- 
ual maturation), and is universal. In societies that have 
formal rites of passage, puberty has long been used to 
indicate when people are no longer children. We may lack 
formal initiation ceremonies in contemporary society, but 
many people still think of puberty as marking the begin- 
ning of adolescence. 

Getting consensus on when adolescence ends is 
harder. Although there are a few objective biological 
boundaries between adolescence and adulthood—for 
instance, the point at which people stop growing taller or 
when they are able to bear children—these somehow just 


don’t feel right. Some people finish their growth spurts 
when they’re as young as 12 or 13, and some can even 
become parents at this age, but few of us, at least in 
today’s world, feel comfortable labeling a 13-year-old as 
an “adult.” That’s why we tend to use some sort of social 
indicator to draw the line between adolescence and adult- 
hood, such as attaining the age of legal majority, starting 
a fulltime job, or moving out of one’s parents’ home. 
Reasonable people may disagree about which social indi- 
cator makes the most sense, but they would probably 
agree that a cultural marker of adulthood makes more 
sense than a biological one. This is why experts define 
adolescence as beginning in biology and ending in culture. 

Of all the possible markers of the beginning and end 
of adolescence, menstruation and marriage are probably 
the best ones to use in order to see if adolescence actu- 
ally has gotten longer. Both are widely experienced, and 
we can date both of them accurately. For most women, 
menarche is a memorable event and one whose date is 
regularly recorded in doctors’ files. Scientists in the 
Western world have been keeping track of the average 
age of girls’ first menstruation since about 1840, and we 
have a very good idea of how the advent of puberty has 
changed since then. There is no comparable pubertal 
event for boys that screams, "I am a man,” but the ages at 
which males and females within the same society go 
through puberty are highly correlated. Even though girls 
typically go through puberty a year or two before boys, in 
societies in which puberty is early for girls, it comes early 
for boys, too. 

The age at which people marry is even more reliably 
documented than the age of menarche. Government offi- 
cials have long noted how old people are when they take 
their wedding vows, and as a consequence, we have accu- 
rate statistics about marriage that go back for centuries. 
This is not to say that one must be married in order to be 
an adult, only that changes in the average age of marriage 
are useful for tracking historical trends. Trends in the age 
at which people complete their schooling, begin their 
careers, or set up independent households would also be 
fine ways to measure historical changes in the transition 
into adulthood, but we haven’t kept very good official 
records of these for nearly as long we’ve been recording 
marriages. And although getting married, leaving school, 
starting a career, or setting up a home do not all take 
place at the same age, they tend to move in lockstep from 
one generation to the next. When the average age for 
getting married rises over time, so do the others (Stein- 
berg, 2014a). 

In the middle of the nineteenth century, adolescence 
lasted around 5 years—that’s how long it took girls to go 
from menarche to marriage in the mid-1800s. At the turn 
of the twentieth century, the average American woman 
got her first period between 14 and 15 and married when 
she was just under 22. In 1900, adolescence lasted a little 
less than 7 years. 
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The stage of adolescence has been lengthened by an increase in the age at which people make the transition into adult roles. The 
age of marriage has risen steadily over the past 50 years. (Left): Neustockimages/Getty Images; (Right): Kelvin Murray/Getty Images 


During the first half of the twentieth century, people 
began getting married at a younger age, but the age of 
puberty continued to decline. This froze the length of 
adolescence at about 7 years. In 1950, for example, the 
average American female went through menarche at 
around 13% and married at 20. 

From 1950 on, though, things changed. The drop in 
the age of puberty continued, but people started marrying 
later and later. Each decade, the average age of menarche 
dropped by about 3 or 4 months, whereas the average age 
at marriage rose by about a year. By 2010, it took 15 years 
for the average girl to go from menarche to marriage 
(Steinberg, 2014a)—twice as long as it did in 1950. 


Adolescence as a Social Invention 


Many writers, often referred to as inventionists, have 
argued that adolescence is mainly a social invention (e.g., 
Fasick, 1994). They point out that although the biological 
and cognitive changes characteristic of the period are 
important in their own right, adolescence is defined pri- 
marily by the ways in which society recognizes (or does 
not recognize) the period as distinct from childhood or 
adulthood. 

Our conception of adolescence as a separate stage of 
development is influenced by the fact that society draws 
lines between adolescence and childhood (for instance, 
the boundary between elementary and secondary school) 
and between adolescence and adulthood (for instance, 
the age at which someone can vote). Inventionists stress 
that it is only because we see adolescence as distinct that 
it exists as such. They point to other cultures and other 
historical periods in which adolescence has been viewed 
very differently. 

Many of these theorists view the behaviors and prob- 
lems characteristic of adolescence in contemporary soci- 
ety, such as delinquency, as a consequence of the way that 
adolescence is defined and young people are treated, rather 
than the result of the biological or cognitive givens of the 


period. As you know, this is an entirely different view from 
that espoused by writers such as G. Stanley Hall, who saw 
the psychological changes of adolescence as driven by 
puberty and, as a result, by biological destiny. 


The “Invention” of Adolescence 


Have there always been adolescents? Although this may 
seem like a simple question with an obvious answer, it is 
actually a very complicated issue. Naturally, there have 
always been individuals between the ages of 10 and 20, or 
who just passed through puberty, or whose frontal lobes 
were still maturing. But according to the inventionist view, 
adolescence as we know it in contemporary society did 
not really exist until the Industrial Revolution of the 
mid-nineteenth century (Fasick, 1994). In the agricultural 
world of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, children 
were treated primarily as miniature adults, and people did 
not make precise distinctions among children of different 
ages (child referred to anyone under the age of 18 or even 
21). Children provided important labor to their families, 
and early in their development, they learned the roles they 
were expected to fill later in life. The main distinction 
between children and adults was based not on their age or 
their abilities but on whether they owned property (Mod- 
ell & Goodman, 1990). As a consequence, there was little 
reason to label some youngsters as “children” and others 
as "adolescents"—in fact, the term adolescent was not 
widely used prior to the nineteenth century. 


The Impact of Industrialization With industrializa- 
tion came new patterns of work, education, and family 
life. Adolescents were among those most dramatically 
affected by these changes. First, because the economy 
was changing so rapidly, away 
from the simple and predict- 
able life known in agrarian soci- 
ety, the connection between 
what individuals learned in 


inventionists 

Theorists who argue that the 
period of adolescence is 
mainly a social invention. 
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child protectionists 
Individuals who argued, early 
in the twentieth century, that 
adolescents needed to be kept 
out of the labor force in order 
to protect them from the 
hazards of the workplace. 


teenager 

A term popularized about 50 
years ago to refer to young 
people; it connoted a more 
frivolous and lighthearted 
image than did adolescent. 
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childhood and what they would 
need to know in adulthood 
became increasingly uncertain. 
Although a man may have been 
a farmer, his son would not nec- 
essarily follow in his footsteps. 

One response to this uncer- 
tainty was that parents, espe- 
cially in middle-class families, 
encouraged adolescents to 
spend time in school, preparing 
for adulthood. Instead of work- 
ing side by side with their par- 
ents and other adults at home, 
as was the case before industrialization, adolescents 
became increasingly more likely to spend their days with 
peers, being educated or trained for the future. This led to 
the increased importance of peer groups and youth cul- 
ture, two defining characteristics of modern adolescence 
that we take for granted today but that were not prominent 
until the early twentieth century. 

Inventionists point out that the redefinition of adoles- 
cence as a time of preparation rather than participation 
also suited society's changing economic needs (Fasick, 
1994). One initial outcome of industrialization was a 
shortage of job opportunities because machines were 
replacing workers. Although adolescents provided inex- 
pensive labor, they were now competing with adults for a 
limited number of jobs. One way of protecting adults' 
jobs was to remove adolescents from the labor force by 
turning them into full-time students. 

To accomplish this, society needed to begin discrimi- 
nating between individuals who were “ready” for work 
and those who were not. Although there was little factual 
basis for the distinction, society began to view adoles- 
cents as less capable and more in need of guidance and 
training—legitimizing what was little more than age dis- 
crimination. Individuals who earlier in the twentieth cen- 
tury would have been working next to adults were now 
seen as too immature or too unskilled to carry out similar 
tasks—even though the individuals themselves hadn't 
changed in any meaningful way. 

A less cynical view of the events of the late nineteenth 
century emphasizes the genuine motivation of some 
adults to protect adolescents from the dangers of the new 
workplace, rather than the selfish desire to protect adults' 
jobs from teenagers. Many factories were dangerous 
working environments, filled with new and unfamiliar 
machinery. Industrialization also brought with it worri- 
some changes in community life, especially in cities. The 
disruption of small farming communities and the growth 
of large urban areas was accompanied by increases in 
crime and “moral degeneracy.” Child protectionists argued 
that young people needed to be kept away from the labor 
force for their own good. In addition to the rise of schools 
during this time, the early twentieth century saw the 


growth of many organizations aimed at protecting young 
people, such as the Boy Scouts and other adult-supervised 
youth clubs (Modell & Goodman, 1990). 


The Origins of Adolescence as We Know It Today 
It was not until the late nineteenth century that adolescence 
came to be viewed as it is today: a lengthy period of prepa- 
ration for adulthood in which young people, in need of guid- 
ance and supervision, remain economically dependent on 
their elders. This view started within the middle class— 
where parents had more to gain by keeping their children 
out of the labor force and educating them for a better adult- 
hood-but it spread quickly throughout society. Because the 
workplace has continued to change in ways that make the 
future uncertain, the idea of adolescence as a distinctive 
period of preparation for adulthood has remained intact. 
Adolescence, as a transitional stage between childhood and 
adulthood, now exists in virtually all societies around the 
world (Larson, Wilson, & Rickman 2009). 

Two other modifications of the definition of adoles- 
cence also gave rise to new terminology and ideas. The 
first of these is the introduction of the term teenager, 
which was not employed until about 75 years ago. In 


Although adolescence was invented during the late nineteenth 
century, it was not until the middle of the twentieth century that 
our present-day image of the teenager was created. Making an 
important contribution to this image were the mass media— 
magazines such as Seventeen cultivated a particular image 

of the modern teenager as a way of targeting advertisements 
toward an increasingly lucrative adolescent market. 
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Figure 3:1 As society changes, 

So do our ideas about what it means 
to be an adult. Between 2002 and 
2012, there were significant declines 
in how important people thought 
completing one's education, working 
full time, marriage, and parenthood 
are as marking adulthood. (Cepa & 
Furstenberg, 2020) 


Financial Complete Leave Work 
independence education parental full time 
home 


Get Have 
married 


children 


Milestone extremely important for marking adulthood 


contrast to adolescent, teenager suggested a less serious 
age, during which individuals concern themselves with 
cars, clothes, and cosmetics. An important social 
change that led to the development of the concept of 
teenager was the increased affluence and economic 
freedom enjoyed by American adolescents during the 
late 1940s and early 1950s (Hine, 1999). Advertisers 
recognized that teenagers represented an important 
consumer group and, with the help of new publications 
such as Seventeen magazine, began cultivating the 
image of the happy-go-lucky teenager as a means of 
targeting ad campaigns toward the lucrative adolescent 
market (Osgerby, 2008; Palladino, 1996). Interestingly, 
although the image of the American teenager—fun- 
loving, irresponsible, and independent—now appears 
all over the world, in some societies it is viewed favor- 
ably (because it is evidence that the society has reached 
a level of affluence to be able to afford it), while in 
others it is held up as an example of what adults do not 
want their children to become (Larson, Wilson, & 
Rickman, 2009). 

A second term whose acceptance grew as a result of 
social change is youth, which was used long before adoles- 
cent. But, prior to industrialization, youth had a vague, 
imprecise meaning and could refer to someone as young 
as 12 or as old as 24 (Modell & Goodman, 1990). Gradu- 
ally, and especially during the 1960s, the growth of the 
college population and the rise in student activism 
focused attention on individuals who were somewhere 
between adolescence and young adulthood—those from 
18 to 22. Many adults referred to the changes they saw in 
attitudes and values among college students as the “youth 
movement." One theorist went so far as to argue that 
youth is a separate stage in the life cycle, psychologically 
as well as chronologically distinct from both adolescence 
and adulthood (Keniston, 1970), an idea that is similar to 
the concept of “emerging adulthood,” which we'll exam- 
ine later in this chapter. 


Many college students today 
are unsure about whether they 
are adolescents or adults, since 
they may feel mature in some 
respects (keeping up an apart- 
ment or being involved in a seri- 
ous relationship) but immature in others (having to 
depend on parents for economic support or having to 
have an advisor approve class schedules). Although it 
may strike you as odd to think of 22-year-olds as adoles- 
cents, the lengthening of formal schooling in contempo- 
rary society has altered the way we define adolescence 
because the majority of young people continue their edu- 
cation past high school and are forced to delay their tran- 
sition into many adult work and family roles (Cepa & 
Furstenberg, 2020) (see Figure 3.1). By this definition, 
many 22-year-olds (and some individuals who are even 
older) are still not yet adults—a situation that often per- 
plexes parents as much as their adult children. 


youth 


individuals ages 18 to 22; it 
once referred to individuals 
ages 12 to 24. 


making the personal 
connection 


Think for a moment about how your parents' adolescence 
differed from yours. What changes have taken place in 
society since then that might have contributed to this? 


Emerging Adulthood: A New Stage of 
Life or a Luxury of the Middle Class? 


The transition to adulthood has become so delayed in 
many industrialized societies that some have argued that 
there is a new stage in life-emerging adulthood—that may 
last for some individuals until their mid-20s (Arnett, 
2009). Proponents of this idea contend that the period 
from ages 18 to 25 is neither adolescence nor adulthood 


Today, a term used to refer to 
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but a unique developmental period in its own right, char- 
acterized by five main features: 


* the exploration of possible identities before making 
enduring choices; 

* instability in work, romantic relationships, and living 
arrangements; 


* afocus on oneself and, in particular, on functioning 
as an independent person; 

* the feeling of being between adolescence and 
adulthood; and 


* the sense that life holds many possibilities. 


Is Emerging Adulthood Universal? This profile cer- 
tainly describes many young people in contemporary 
society, particularly those whose parents can foot the bill 
while their “emerging adults" are figuring out what they 
want to do with their lives. As many writers have pointed 
out (e.g., Arnett, 2009), however, emerging adulthood 
does not exist in all cultures—in fact, it exists in very few 
(the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, 
Japan, and the more affluent nations of Western Europe). 
And even within countries in which there are significant 
numbers of emerging adults, the majority of individuals 
cannot afford to delay the transition from adolescence 
into full-fledged adulthood for a half decade. As a result, 
there is a great deal of variability among people in their 
mid-20s in the nature of emerging adulthood (Beal, 
Crockett, & Peugh, 2016; Côté, 2014). 

It is also important to note that the existence of emerg- 
ing adulthood is not entirely an economic phenomenon. 
Many emerging adults live the way they do because the 
economy forces them to, but many simply do it by 
choice—they want to take some time before assuming full 
adult responsibilities. Expectations about the age at 
which one gets married appear to be especially important 
to this decision (Carroll et al., 2007). The existence of 
emerging adulthood may have a lot to do with values and 
priorities, and not just the economy. 
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Psychological Well-Being in Emerging Adulthood 
Very little research has examined psychological develop- 
ment and functioning during emerging adulthood. The 
profile initially described by some writers suggests both 
a potentially difficult time, characterized by floundering 
and financial instability, and a time of carefree opti- 
mism and independence. There is evidence for both 
views. Several studies show that for the majority of peo- 
ple, emerging adulthood is generally one of positive and 
improving mental health (see Figure 3.2). At the same 
time, however, the period between 18 and 25 is a time 
during which a substantial number of people report seri- 
ous mental health problems, such as depression or sub- 
stance abuse. In any given year, nearly one-fifth of 
people this age suffer from some sort of mental illness, 
and despite the media attention given to teen suicide, 
the suicide rate among young adults is twice what it is 
among teenagers (Institute of Medicine, 2015). Not sur- 
prisingly, young adults whose family environments have 
been unsupportive and who have experienced economic 
hardship and discrimination report a steeper decline in 
life satisfaction than their peers (Willroth, Atherton, & 
Robbins, 2020). 

One study of mental health during this age period 
followed a national sample of American youths from age 
18 to their mid-20s. The researchers compared four 
groups: (1) those who reported positive well-being 
across the entire interval, (2) those who reported nega- 
tive well-being across the entire interval, (3) those whose 
well-being started low but increased, and (4) those whose 
well-being started high but decreased (Schulenberg, 
Bryant, & O’Malley, 2004). (There also was a large 
group whose well-being was average to begin with and 
stayed that way.) They then looked to see whether these 
patterns of well-being over time were related to indica- 
tors of individual functioning by rating whether individ- 
uals had been succeeding, maintaining, or stalling as 
they moved into adulthood (see Table 3.1). Three main 
findings emerged. 
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Figure 3.2 For some, early adulthood is a time of improved mental health, as indicated by decreases in depression 


and increases in self-esteem. (Galambos, Barker, & Krahn, 2006) 


Table 3:51 Descriptions of developmental task domains 


Domain Succeeding 
Peer * Goes out two or more times a week 
involvement for fun and recreation at age 22 and 
age 26 
Education Graduated from 4-year college by 
age 26, or 
Expected to graduate from 2-year 
college and received 2-year degree 
Work No unemployment at age 22 or 
26, and 
* Working 10* months/year at full- 
time job by age 26, and 
+ High job confidence at age 26 
Substance * No substance use at any age (18, 
abuse 22, 26) [Four indicators of 
avoidance substance use: cigarettes (current 
(healthy use), binge drinking (in past 2 
coping/ weeks), marijuana (current use), and 
lifestyle) other illicit drugs (in past 12 
months)] 
Romantic At age 26, married or engaged 
involvement (with or without cohabitation), and 
No divorce history 
Citizenship * Three indicators reported at age 22 
and age 26: social conscience, 
charity, and awareness of social/ 
political events 
Measures indicate at least one 
strong connection at age 22 and at 
least two strong connections at 
age 26 
Financial * Self and/or spouse providing all 
autonomy resources at age 26 


Maintaining 


* Neither succeeding nor 


stalling 


* Expected to graduate from 


4-year college and 
received 2-year degree, or 


* Did not expect 2- or 4-year 


degree and did not 
receive either degree, or 


* Expected 2-year degree 


and did not receive 2-year 
degree by age 26 


Neither succeeding nor 
stalling (e.g., homemaker 
or otherwise not working 
and not looking for work 
outside home) 


* Some substance use but 


less than stalling 


At age 26, cohabiting, or 


Dating more than once a 
month, and/or 


Divorced but remarried 


* Measures indicate some 


strong connections but not 
as frequent as at 
succeeding level 


+ Some resources come 


from other than self or 
spouse (and not stalling) 
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Stalling 


* Goes out one or 
fewer times a week 
for fun and recreation 
at age 22 and age 26 


* Expected 4-year 
college degree and 
did not receive either 
2- or 4-year degree 
by age 26 


* Some unemployment 
at age 22 and/or 
26, and 

* Low job confidence 
at age 26 


* Use of two or more 
substances at all 
three ages (18, 22, 
26), and/or 


* Use ofthree or more 
substances at age 26 


* Atage 26, not 
married, not engaged, 
not cohabiting, and 

+ Dating once a month 
or less 


* Measures indicate no 
strong connections at 
age 26 


e At age 26, less than 
half of support is from 
self and/or spouse, 
and/or 

* Live with parents 
and receive some 
financial help (22096) 
from them 


(Schulenberg, Bryant, & O'Malley, 2004) 


First, over 80% of the sample showed great stability in 
their well-being over the period, consistent with many 
other studies indicating that psychological functioning in 
childhood and adolescence is highly predictive of success 
later in life (e.g., Shanahan & Bauer, 2004). This is because 


success in one stage (doing well in high school) usually 
leads to success in the next stage (getting into a good col- 
lege), and some basic "resources" predict success through- 
out the life span—as the old joke goes, if you want to 
succeed in life, make sure you have a high IQ, money, and 
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initiation ceremony 
The formal induction of a 
young person into adulthood. 


status offense 

A violation of the law that 
pertains to minors but not 
adults. 


juvenile justice system 

A separate system of courts 
and related institutions 
developed to handle juvenile 
crime and delinquency. 


criminal justice system 
The system of courts and 
related institutions developed 
to handle adult crime. 
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good parents (e.g., Burt, Obra- 
dovic, Long, & Masten, 2008). 

Second, for more than a sixth 
of the sample, this period was one 
of substantial change in mental 
health: About 7% of the sample 
were well-functioning adolescents 
whose mental health declined, 
and another 10% were troubled 
adolescents who became “exem- 
plary” young adults. 

Finally, experiences in the 
domains of work, romance, and 
citizenship—but not in the 
domains of school or finances— 


were especially linked to changes 
in well-being. Other studies also 
have found that success in the worlds of work and romance 
are related to well-being during this time (Galambos, 
Barker, & Krahn, 2006). 

So, what’s the verdict on emerging adulthood? Has a 
new stage of life actually arisen? How widespread does a 
pattern of behavior have to be for us to conclude that a 
new stage of development has emerged? Does emerging 
adulthood exist if it is common in Boston or Berkeley but 
not in Biloxi, Baghdad, or Beijing? 

It’s hard to say. “Midlife” is a stage that we take for 
granted in contemporary America but that doesn’t exist 
everywhere, or at least, not as we think of it (Schweder, 
1998). Nevertheless, the notion that people go through a 
distinct and unique set of psychological transitions 
during middle age has become widely accepted, if per- 
haps less supported by hard evidence than in popular 
media portrayals. 

Clearly, in some parts of the world and in some seg- 
ments of society, the transition between adolescence and 
adulthood has been lengthened—that much is indisput- 
able. More individuals attend college than in previous 
eras, which delays their entrance into the world of work, 
and more postpone getting married, which delays their 
settling into a more stable lifestyle. But whether this 
means that the psychological functioning of 23-year-olds 
who follow this pattern of a delayed and prolonged transi- 
tion is significantly different from that of 23-year-olds 
who transition from college directly into full-time employ- 
ment and marriage is anyone’s guess because it hasn’t 
been studied. 

In other words, whether a psychological stage of emerg- 
ing adulthood really exists has yet to be established (Côté, 
2014). It is entirely possible that economic forces have 
delayed the transition into social adulthood (i.e., the roles 
that people occupy) but have not affected the transition 
into psychological adulthood. In fact, I have written that 
there may be some advantages of delaying adulthood, 
both psychologically and with regard to brain develop- 
ment (Steinberg, 2014b). 


Changes in Status During 
Adolescence 


The social transitions of adolescence typically involve 
two different sorts of changes in status. On the one hand, 
the adolescent is given certain privileges and rights that 
are typically reserved for the society's adult members. 
On the other hand, this increased power and freedom 
generally are accompanied by increased expectations for 
self-management, personal responsibility, and social 
participation. 


Drawing a Legal Boundary 


With the attainment of adult status, the young person is 
often permitted more extensive participation in the com- 
munity's decision making. In many Native American 
groups, such as the Navajo or Apache, it is only after a 
formal initiation ceremony that adolescents are granted 
adult status (Markstrom, 2011a). In contemporary Amer- 
ica, attaining the age of majority brings the right to vote. 

But along with this increased power usually come new 
obligations. In most societies, young adults are expected 
to serve their communities in cases of emergency or need, 
and in many cultures, training for warfare is often 
demanded of young people once they attain adult status 
(Benedict, 1934). On the other hand, in most societies, it 
is not until adult status is attained that individuals are 
permitted to participate in certain activities that are 
reserved for adults. Gambling, purchasing alcoholic bev- 
erages or marijuana, and seeing X-rated films are but 
three of the many privileges we reserve in America for 
individuals who have reached the legal age of adulthood. 

Once an adolescent is designated as an adult, she or he 
is also subject to a new set of laws. In some instances, 
attaining adult status brings with it greater leniency under 
the law, whereas in others, it is associated with harsher 
treatment. In the United States, for example, certain 
activities that are permissible among adults are violations 
of the law when they are committed by young people 
(Davis et al., 2013). (We use the term status offense to 
refer to a behavior that is problematic because of the 
young person's status as a juvenile.) As a college student, 
you cannot be legally punished for not showing up for 
class, as would have been the case if you didn't show up 
for high school. If you decide you don't want to return 
home when you are on a break, you don't have to, at least 
not as far as the law is concerned; in contrast, running 
away from home during adolescence is against the law in 
many jurisdictions. Certain crimes when committed by a 
minor are adjudicated in a separate juvenile justice system, 
which operates under different rules and principles than 
the criminal justice system that applies to adults. Although 
being tried in the juvenile justice system usually results 
in a less severe sanction than being found guilty of the 


In the United States, there are many inconsistencies under 
the law with respect to the treatment of adolescents. Some 
Supreme Court rulings have viewed young people as having 
the same rights as adults, whereas others have not. 
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same crime in adult court, this is not always the case 
(Kurlychek & Johnson, 2010). 

The legal regulation of adolescent behavior in the 
United States has been controversial in recent years. Part 
of the problem is that development during adolescence is 
so rapid and so variable between individuals that it is dif- 
ficult to know at what chronological age a line should be 
drawn between legally viewing someone as an adult and 
viewing him or her as a child (Cauffman et al., 2015). This 
problem is compounded by the fact that we draw the 
boundary at different places for different purposes (e.g., 
driving at 16, voting at 18, buying alcohol at 21, and so on). 
This inconsistency makes it hard to point to any specific 
age and say with certainty that there is consensus about 
where the legal boundary should be drawn. One current 
controversy is whether new findings from studies of adoles- 
cent brain development should influence where we draw 
these legal lines (Cohen et al., 2016; Steinberg, 2014a). If 
the brain isn’t totally mature by the time people are in their 
mid-twenties, should 20-year-olds be treated like adoles- 
cents under the law (Scott, Bonnie, & Steinberg, 2016)? 


making the practical 
connection 


At what age do you think we should draw the line 

between legal adolescence and legal adulthood? Should 
this age be the same for all activities, or should different 
activities have different age boundaries? Should the 
boundary be changed as we discover new things about 
brain development? 


Adolescents as Criminal Defendants There is 
especially great disagreement about how we should view 
and treat young people who commit serious violent 
offenses (Scott & Steinberg, 2008). Are juveniles who 
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commit crimes less blameworthy than adults because 
they are less able to foresee the consequences of their 
actions or resist the pressure of others to engage in antiso- 
cial activity? Or should we hold adolescents and adults to 
the same standards of criminal responsibility? If a young- 
ster has committed a violent crime, should he or she be 
treated as a child (and processed by the legal system as a 
delinquent) or tried as an adult (and processed as a crim- 
inal)? Should young teenagers and adults who are con- 
victed of the same crime receive the same penalties? In 
2005, in a landmark case called Roper v. Simmons, the 
U.S. Supreme Court raised the age at which individuals 
can be exposed to the death penalty from 16 to 18, and 
several cases that were decided in the years after 
Roper have asked whether it is constitutional to sentence 
juveniles to life without parole (Steinberg, 2018). 

One issue that arises in cases in which a juvenile might 
be tried as an adult is whether the adolescent is competent 
to stand trial and make other legal decisions. In the United 
States, it is not permissible to try someone in a criminal 
proceeding if the individual does not understand the 
charges, does not understand the nature of the trial, or is 
unable to make reasoned decisions about the case (e.g., 
whether to take the stand in his or her own defense). Histor- 
ically, questions about a defendant’s competence to stand 
trial have been raised only in cases in which the individual is 
mentally ill or intellectually disabled. Now that many 
juveniles are being tried as adults-some who are young 
teenagers—experts have asked whether some young defen- 
dants may be incompetent to stand trial simply because 
of cognitive or emotional immaturity (Viljoen et al., 
2010). One study found that about one-third of those aged 
13 and younger and one-fifth of 14- and 15-year-olds were 
as impaired in their abilities to serve as a competent 
defendant as were mentally ill adults who had been found 
not competent to stand trial (Grisso et al, 2003). 
Research also indicates that juveniles, even those who are 
relatively mature, are less likely than adults to understand 
their rights when being questioned by the police, more 
likely to confess to a crime than remain silent, less likely 
to consider the long-term consequences of making plea 
agreements, and less likely to discuss disagreements 
about their defense with their attorneys (Pimentel, 
Arndorfer, & Malloy, 2015; Redlich & Shteynberg, 2016; 
Zottoli & Dallary-Kapur, 2019). 


Inconsistencies in Adolescents' 
Legal Status 


Every so often, the U.S. Supreme Court hears a case that 
asks whether high school students have the right to free 
speech. In 2021, for example, the Court was presented 
with a case about that asked whether, and under what 
circumstances, schools can regulate what students post 
on social media (Liptak, 2021). In this case, Mahanoy 
Area School District v. Levy, Brandi Levy, a high school 
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freshman who had not made 


cohort : A 
A group of individuals born the varsity cheerleading squad 
during the same general (but who did make the junior 
historical era. varsity team), posted her can- 


did opinion about her rejection 

on Snapchat: “Fuck school 
fuck softball fuck cheer fuck everything” (with an accom- 
panying photo of her raising her middle finger). After one 
of her followers forwarded the snap and the school 
administrators found out about the posting, Levy was 
kicked off the junior varsity team as punishment. She 
and her parents sued the school. They argued that because 
the girl was not on school grounds when she posted the 
material, the school had no right to try to censor her off- 
campus speech, even if what she posted was going to be 
visible to classmates and teachers. The Court agreed with 
student, consistent with prior rulings that schools can 
regulate students’ speech but only when it is potentially 
disruptive to what goes on at school or harmful to a mem- 
ber of the school community (e.g., if someone threatens a 
classmate or teacher online). 

Students’ right to free speech has not always been 
supported by the Supreme Court, however, and many 
other issues concerning the legal status of adolescents in 
the United States remain vague and confusing (Cauff- 
man et al., 2015). For example, in one case, the Court 
ruled that a public high school can censor articles writ- 
ten by students for their school newspaper on the grounds 
that adolescents are so immature that they need the pro- 
tection of wiser adults. Yet, in another case, the Court 
also ruled that students who wanted to form a Bible 
study group had the right to meet on campus because 
high school students are mature enough to understand 
that a school can permit the expression of ideas that it 
does not necessarily endorse. Students can wear black 
arm bands to school in peaceful protest, the Court has 
ruled, but they are prohibited from expressing speech 
that might be seen as advocating behavior that the school 
forbids, as the Court ruled in a case involving a student 
at a rally who carried a banner on which he had written, 
“Bong Hits for Jesus.” 

There are many other examples of this sort of incon- 
sistency in where we draw the line between adolescents 
and adults. For example, courts have ruled that teenagers 
have the right to obtain contraceptives or purchase vio- 
lent video games without their parents’ approval. But 
they also have upheld laws forbidding adolescents access 
to cigarettes or to magazines that, although vulgar, are 
not considered so obscene that they are outlawed among 
adults (Cauffman et al., 2015). As you know, the age at 
which adolescents are permitted to engage in various 
adult behaviors—driving, voting, drinking, viewing 
R-rated movies, smoking—varies considerably from one 
domain to the next. Is there a pattern to this inconsis- 
tency? In general, legal decisions tend to set the age 
boundary high when the behavior in question is viewed 


as potentially damaging to the young person (e.g., buying 
alcohol) but low when the behavior is thought to have 
potential benefit (e.g., having access to contraceptives) 
(Scott & Steinberg, 2008). 


The Process of Social Redefinition 


Social redefinition during adolescence is not a single event. 
Like puberty or cognitive maturation, it is a series of events 
that often occur over a relatively long time. In contempo- 
rary America, the process of redefinition typically begins at 
age 15 or 16, when people are first permitted to drive and 
work in the formal labor force. But in most states, the social 
redefinition of the adolescent continues well into young 
adulthood. Some privileges of adulthood, such as voting, 
are not conferred until the age of 18, and others, such as 
purchasing alcoholic beverages, don’t come until the age of 
21, 5 or 6 years after the redefinition process begins. 

Even in societies that mark the social redefinition of 
the young person with a dramatic and often complicated 
initiation ceremony, the social transformation from child 
into adult may span many years, and the initiation cere- 
mony may represent just one element of the process 
(Markstrom, 2011b). In fact, the initiation ceremony usu- 
ally marks the beginning of a long period of training and 
preparation for adulthood, not the adolescent’s final pas- 
sage into adult status. 

In many cultures, the social redefinition of young peo- 
ple occurs in groups. The young people of a community 
are grouped with peers of approximately the same age—a 
cohort—and move through the series of status transitions 
together. One of the results of such age grouping is that 


Formal rites of passage from adolescence to adulthood are 
rare in contemporary society. Certain cultural ceremonies—such 
as the quinceañera, a coming-of-age celebration for young 
women in some Latinx communities—are about as close as we 
come in today’s society. Image Source/Getty Images 


very strong bonds are formed among people who have 
shared certain rituals. In many American high schools, 
for example, attempts are made to create class spirit or 
class unity by fostering bonds among students who will 
graduate together. In many Latinx communities, adoles- 
cent girls participate together in an elaborate sort of 
“coming-out” celebration called the quinceanera. On col- 
lege campuses, fraternities and sororities may conduct 
group initiations that involve difficult or unpleasant tasks, 
and special ties may be forged between “brothers” or 
“sisters” who have pledged together. 


Common Practices in the Process 
of Social Redefinition 


Although the specific ceremonies, signs, and timetables 
of social redefinition during adolescence vary from one 
culture to another, several general themes characterize 
the process in all societies. 


Real or Symbolic Separation from Parents First, 
social redefinition usually entails the real or symbolic 
separation of young persons from their parents (Mark- 
strom, 2011b). During late childhood, children in some 
societies are expected to begin sleeping in households 
other than their own. Youngsters may spend the day with 
their parents but spend the night with friends of the fam- 
ily, with relatives, or in a separate residence reserved for 
preadolescents. In America, during earlier times, it was 
customary for adolescents to leave home temporarily 
and live with other families in the community, either to 
learn specific occupational skills as apprentices or to 
work as domestic servants (Kett, 1977). In contempo- 
rary societies, the separation of adolescents from their 
parents takes somewhat different forms. They are sent 
to summer camps, boarding schools, or, as is more 
common, college. 


Emphasizing Differences Between the Sexes A 
second aspect of social redefinition during adolescence 
entails the accentuation of physical and social differences 
between males and females (Schlegel & Barry, 1991). 
This accentuation of differences occurs partly because of 
the physical changes of puberty and partly because in 
many cultures adult work and family roles are often highly 
sex-differentiated. Many societies separate males and 
females during religious ceremonies, keep males and 
females apart during initiation ceremonies, and have indi- 
viduals begin wearing sex-specific articles of clothing 
(rather than clothing permissible for either gender). 

In many non-Western societies today, the privileges 
extended to males and females once they have reached 
puberty are so different that adolescence often is an 
entirely different phenomenon for boys and girls (Larson, 
Wilson, & Rickman, 2009). In many developing societies, 
girls’ behavior generally is more subject to the control of 


CHAPTER 3 Social Transitions 


adults, whereas boys are given 
more freedom and autonomy 
(Markstrom, 2011b). Girls are 
expected to remain virgins until 
marriage, for example, whereas 
boys' premarital sexual activity 
is tolerated. Girls are expected 
to spend time preparing for 
domestic roles, whereas boys 
are expected to acquire voca- 
tional skills for employment 
outside the home. And formal 
schooling is far less available to 
girls than to boys, especially in 
rural societies. 

The separation of males and females in adolescence 
is also seen in Western industrialized societies, if not 
always explicitly. In earlier times in America (and to a 
certain extent in many other industrialized societies 
today), during adolescence, males and females were sep- 
arated in educational institutions, either by excluding 
adolescent girls from secondary and higher education, 
grouping males and females in different schools or dif- 
ferent classrooms, or having males and females follow 
different curricula. In present-day America, many of 
these practices have been discontinued because of legal 
rulings prohibiting sex discrimination, but some ele- 
ments of accentuated sex differentiation and sex segre- 
gation during adolescence still exist—for example, in 
clothing, athletic activities, and household chores. And 
many contemporary ceremonies designed to recognize 
the young person's passage into adulthood differentiate 
between males and females (e.g., the Bar Mitzvah and 
the Bas Mitzvah ceremonies for Jewish males and 
females, respectively). 


quinceafiera 


Latinx communities. 


Bar (Bas) Mitzvah 
In Judaism, the religious 
ceremony marking the young 


Bar (Bas) Mitzvah 
In Judaism, the religious 
ceremony marking the young 


Passing on Information from the Older Generation 
A third aspect of social redefinition during adolescence 
typically entails passing on cultural, historical, and prac- 
tical information from the adult generation to the newly 
inducted cohort of young people. This information may 
concern (1) matters thought to be important to adults but 
of limited utility to children (e.g., information about the 
performance of certain adult work tasks), (2) matters 
thought to be necessary for adults but unfit for children 
(e.g., information regarding sex), or (3) matters concern- 
ing the history or rituals of the family or community (e.g., 
how to perform certain ceremonies). In traditional societ- 
ies, initiates are often sent to some sort of “school” in 
which they are instructed in the productive activities of 
the community (hunting, fishing, or farming). Following 
puberty, boys and girls receive instruction about sexual 
relations, moral behavior, and societal lore (Fried & 
Fried, 1980; Miller, 1928). 

In contemporary society, too, adolescence is a time of 
instruction in preparation for adulthood. Elementary 


An elaborate sort of 'coming- 
out" celebration for adolescent 
girls that is practiced in many 


persons transition to adulthood. 


persons transition to adulthood. 
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scarification 

The intentional creation of 
scars on some part or parts of 
the body, often done as part of 
an initiation ceremony. 
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There are very few formal rites of passage in modern society, 
although in many religions, there are ceremonies that signify 
coming of age, such as the Bar or Bas Mitzvah ceremony in 
Judaism. 3bugsmom/Getty Images 


school students, for example, are generally not taught a 
great deal about sexuality, work, or financial matters; such 
coursework is typically reserved for high school students. 
We also restrict participation in certain “adult” activities 
(such as viewing sexually explicit movies) until adoles- 
cents are believed old enough to be exposed to them. 

Because formal initiation ceremonies are neither very 
common nor very meaningful in modern society, it is easy 
to overlook important similarities between the processes 
of social redefinition in traditional and contemporary 
societies. Practices such as separating children from their 
parents or scarification—the intentional creation of scars 
on some part or parts of the body, often done as part of 
an initiation ceremony—may seem alien to us. 

But if we look beneath the surface, at the meaning and 
significance of each culture’s practices, we find many com- 
mon threads. In contemporary society, for example, 
although we do not practice anything as “alien” as scarifi- 
cation, we do have our share of body rituals, many of which 
are not seen until adolescence and which might seem 
equally alien to someone unfamiliar with our society: 
punching of holes in earlobes or other parts of the body 
(piercing), scraping of hair from 
faces or legs (shaving), perma- 
nently decorating the skin 
(tattoos), and applying brightly 
colored paints to lips, eyes, and 
cheeks (makeup). 


Variations in Social Transitions 


Although the presence of social redefinition in a general 
sense is a universal feature of adolescent development, 
there is considerable diversity in the nature of the transi- 
tion. Examining social redefinition from cross-cultural 
and historical perspectives provides a valuable means of 
contrasting the nature of adolescence in different social 
contexts. Two very important dimensions along which 
societies differ in the process of social redefinition are in 
the explicitness, or clarity, of the transition and in the 
smoothness, or continuity, of the passage. 


Variations in Clarity 


Because initiation ceremonies are in many ways religious 
ceremonies, they are most often found in societies in 
which a shared religious belief unites the community and 
structures individuals’ daily experiences. Universal, for- 
mal initiation ceremonies therefore have never been prev- 
alent in U.S. society, largely because of the cultural 
diversity of the population and the general separation of 
religious experience from everyday affairs. 

There are, however, factors other than the presence of 
formal rites of passage that determine how clear the tran- 
sition into adult status is to young people and society. 
One such factor concerns the extent to which various 
aspects of the transition to adulthood occur at about the 
same time for individuals and during the same general 
period for adolescents growing up together (Elder, 1980). 

When transitions into adult work, family, and citizen- 
ship roles occur close in time and when most members of 
a cohort experience these transitions at about the same 
age, the passage into adulthood has greater clarity. If all 
young people were to graduate from high school, enter 
the labor force, and marry at the age of 18, this age would 
be an implicit boundary between adolescence and adult- 
hood, even without a formal ceremony. When different 
aspects of the passage occur at different times, though, 
and when adolescents growing up in a similar environ- 
ment experience these transitions in different order and 
along different schedules, the boundary between adoles- 
cence and adulthood is cloudier. 


The Clarity of Social Redefinition in Contemporary 
Society When did you become an adolescent? When 
did you (or when will you) become an adult? If you are 
like most individuals in contemporary society, your 
answers to these questions will not be clear-cut. In one 
study of Danish youth, for example, when asked if they 
felt like adults, most 17- to 24-year-olds and nearly half of 
25- to 29-year-olds answered that they were adults in some 
ways but not in others (Arnett & Padilla-Walker, 2015). 
In modern society, we have no formal ceremonies 
marking the transition from childhood into adolescence, 
nor do we formally mark the passage from adolescence 


into adulthood (of course, there are plenty of informal 
“ceremonies” that do this—perhaps you had a special 
party to celebrate turning 18 or 21). School graduation 
ceremonies perhaps come the closest to universal rites of 
passage in contemporary society, but school graduation 
doesn’t bring with it many meaningful or universal 
changes in social status, responsibilities, or privileges. 

As a result, social redefinition in contemporary soci- 
ety does not give adolescents any clear indication of when 
their responsibilities and privileges as an adult begin. As 
we noted earlier, laws governing the age at which individ- 
uals can and cannot do “adult” activities are inconsistent. 
In many states, for example, the age for starting employ- 
ment is 15; for driving, 16; for attending restricted 
(R-rated) movies without parents, 17; for voting, 18; and 
for drinking, 21. In some states, the age at which someone 
can be tried as an adult for a serious violent crime is as 
low as 10 (Hartney, 2006). 

In short, today we have few universal markers of adult- 
hood-adolescents are treated as adults at different times 
by different people in different contexts. A young person 
may be legally old enough to drive, but his parents may 
feel that 16 is too early and may refuse to let him use the 
family car. Another may be treated like an adult at work, 
where she works side by side with people three times her 
age, but be treated like a child at home. A third may be 
viewed as an adult by her mother but as a child by her 
father. The same young person we send into combat is 
not permitted to buy beer (and in many states, not permit- 
ted to buy a gun), even though combat is far more danger- 
ous than drinking. It is little wonder, in light of the mixed 
and sometimes contradictory expectations facing young 
people, that for many adolescents the transition into 
adult roles is sometimes a confusing passage. An attorney 
I know once received a request for assistance from one of 
his adolescent clients who was incarcerated in adult 
prison—because the prison said he was too young to 
smoke cigarettes! 


Adolescents’ Views of Themselves Because con- 
temporary society does not send clear or consistent mes- 
sages to young people about when adolescence ends and 
adulthood begins, young people living within the same 
society can have widely varying views of their own social 
status and beliefs about age-appropriate behavior. For this 
reason, it is instructive to ask people what they think 
defines the transition to adulthood, as a way of gauging 
the way in which adult status is conceptualized by the 
broader society. Studies of how people define adulthood 
in contemporary society indicate three interesting trends. 

First, in modern society, adolescents place relatively 
less emphasis than they do in traditional societies on 
attaining specific roles (e.g., worker, spouse, parent) as 
defining characteristics of adulthood and relatively more 
on the development of various character traits indicative 
of self-reliance (eg. being responsible, independent, or 
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self-controlled) (Kenyon et al., 2007). Among contempo- 
rary American youths, for instance, “accepting responsi- 
bility for one's self" is the most frequently mentioned 
criterion for being an adult. 

Second, there has been a striking decline over time in 
the importance of family roles—marriage and parent- 
hood—as defining features of what it means to be an adult. 
In early American society, the role of head of household 
was an especially important indicator of adult status for 
males, and taking on the roles of wife and mother defined 
adulthood for females. Today, though, very few adoles- 
cents say that marriage or parenthood are necessary for 
an individual to be considered an adult. 

Finally, the defining criteria of adulthood have become 
more or less the same for males and females in contempo- 
rary industrialized society, unlike the case in traditional 
societies or during previous eras. In nonindustrialized 
cultures, the requirements for male adulthood were to be 
able to “provide, protect, and procreate," whereas for 
females, the requirements for adulthood were to care for 
children and run a household (Markstrom, 2011b). Con- 
temporary youth, in contrast, view the various indicators 
of adult status as equally important (or equally unimport- 
ant) for males and females. 

Given the absence of clear criteria that define adult 
status in contemporary societies, it is not surprising that, 
among people of the same age, some may feel older than 
their peers, while others may feel younger. This may be 
important because how old an adolescent feels affects his 
or her behavior. Psychologists have studied when individ- 
uals make the transition from feeling older than they 
really are (as most teenagers do) to feeling younger than 
they really are (as most adults do) (Galambos et al., 
2005). Studies of North American youth have found that 
this shift takes place around age 25, among both males 
and females. 


The Clarity of Social Redefinition in Traditional 
Cultures Unlike the case in contemporary society, 
social redefinition during adolescence is very clear in 
most traditional cultures. Typically, the passage from 
childhood into adolescence is marked by a formal initia- 
tion ceremony, which publicly proclaims the young per- 
son's assumption of a new position in the community 
(Markstrom, 2011b). For boys, such ceremonies may take 
place at puberty, at a designated chronological age, or at 
atime when the community decides that the individual is 
ready for the status change. For girls, initiation is more 
often linked to puberty and, in particular, to the onset of 
menstruation. 

In many initiation ceremonies, the adolescent's physi- 
cal appearance is changed, so that other members of the 
community can easily distinguish between initiated and 
uninitiated young people. New types of clothing might be 
worn following initiation, or some sort of surgical opera- 
tion or scarification might be performed to create a 
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permanent means of marking 
baby boom tee 
The period following Werld Wer the individual’s adult status. 
Il, during which the number of Unlike the case in contempo- 
infants born was extremely large. rary society, where we often 
can't tell who is a juvenile and 
who is an adult by physical appearance alone (and 
where adults are often upset by images of preadoles- 
cents that are too adultlike), in most traditional societ- 
ies, there is no mistaking who are adults and who are 
still children. In most modern industrialized societies, 
we have grown accustomed to seeing teenagers who try 
to dress like adults and adults who try to dress like teen- 
agers, but these practices would be highly uncommon in 
traditional cultures. 


The Clarity of Social Redefinition in Previous Eras 
What is the transition to adulthood like today? Well, com- 
pared to what? 

We often use the baby boom generation—individuals 
who were adolescents in the late 1950s and 1960s—as an 
implicit point of comparison when characterizing today's 
young people, perhaps because the baby boom generation 
has provided the basis for so many of the images of mod- 
ern family life that are deeply embedded in our cultural 
psyche. But the baby boomers' transition to adulthood 
was highly unusual in many respects. For purposes of 
illustration, let's compare life today with life in 1960: 


* [n 1960, the average age of marriage was 20 for 
women and 22 for men; today, it is 28 and 30, 
respectively (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). 


* In 1960, fewer than 30% of young adults between the 
ages of 18 and 29 lived with their parents, whereas in 
2020, more than half half did. Some of the increase 
was due to the COVID-19 pandemic, when many 
college campuses closed their dorms, but the 
proportion was already 52% by February 2020 (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2020). 

* [n 1960, a very high proportion of adolescents went 
directly from high school into full-time employment 
or the military, and only one-third of American high 
school graduates went directly to college; today, 
nearly 70 percent of high school graduates go to 
college soon after graduating (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2019). 


In other words, in 1960, three key elements of the tran- 
sition to adulthood—getting married, moving out of the 
parents’ home, and completing one's education—all 
occurred relatively early compared to today, and all took 
place within a fairly constricted time frame. 

By that standard, today's transition to adulthood looks 
excessively long and vaguely defined. Indeed, one study of 
patterns of schooling, work, romance, and residence during 
emerging adulthood found that individuals frequently 
move back and forth between periods of independence 


and dependence. This suggests that the progression from 
adolescence to adulthood today not only is long but also 
occurs in fits and starts (Cohen et al., 2003). It's little won- 
der that the majority of people in their mid-20s today don't 
know whether they are adolescents or adults. 

But the transition into adulthood was just as disorderly 
and prolonged during the nineteenth century as it is today 
(Kett, 1977). Many young people at that time moved back 
and forth between school, where they were viewed as chil- 
dren, and work, where they were viewed as adults. More- 
over, timetables for the assumption of adult roles varied 
considerably from one individual to the next because they 
were highly dependent on family and household needs 
rather than on generally accepted age patterns of school, 
family, and work transitions. An adolescent might have 
been working and living away from home, but if his family 
needed him—because, let's say, someone became ill-he 
would leave his job and move back in with his parents. 
During the middle of the nineteenth century, in fact, many 
young people were neither enrolled in school nor working, 
occupying a halfway stage that was not quite childhood 
but not quite adulthood, either (Katz, 1975). 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the transi- 
tion to adulthood was very drawn out. Age at first 


Contrasts are often drawn between adolescence today and 
adolescence in the 1950s, as portrayed in shows such as Leave 
It to Beaver. This is probably not the best point of comparison, 
though, because the 1950s was a very unusual time. The long 
passage into adulthood characteristic of adolescence today 
actually shares much in common with adolescence at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. CBS Photo Archive/ Archive 
Photos/Getty Images 


marriage was just about the same among males at the turn 
of the twentieth century (26) as it is today (30), although 
age at first marriage among females is much older today 
(28) than it was a century ago (22) (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2020). And the proportion of 25- to 34-year-olds living at 
home was much higher early in the twentieth century than 
it was during the 1950s (Parker, 2012). 

The brief and clear transition into adulthood experi- 
enced by many American baby boomers in the mid-twen- 
tieth century was the exception, not the rule. It’s important 
not to lose sight of that. Although the notion of “emerg- 
ing adulthood” may ring true today, it is by no means a 
new phenomenon. The label didn’t exist 150 years ago, 
but young people then shared a great deal in common 
with today’s emerging adults. 


Variations in Continuity 


The process of social redefinition also varies in the extent 
to which the adolescent’s transition into adulthood is 
gradual or abrupt. Gradual transitions, in which the ado- 
lescent assumes the roles and status of adulthood bit by 
bit, are referred to as continuous transitions. 

Transitions that are not so smooth, in which the young 
person’s entrance into adulthood is more sudden, are 
referred to as discontinuous transitions. For example, chil- 
dren who grow up working on the family farm and con- 
tinue this work as adults have a continuous transition into 
adult work roles. In contrast, children who do not have 
any work experience while they are growing up and who 
enter the labor force for the first time when the graduate 
from college have a discontinuous transition into adult 
work roles. 


The Continuity of the Adolescent Passage in 
Contemporary Society In contemporary society, we 
tend to exclude young people from the world of adults; we 
give them little direct training for adult life and then 
thrust them abruptly into total adult independence. Tran- 
sitions into adulthood in contemporary society are more 
discontinuous than in other cultural or historical con- 
texts. Consider, for example, three of the most important 
roles of adulthood that individuals are expected to carry 
out successfully: worker, parent, and citizen. Adolescents 
in contemporary society receive little prior preparation 
for any of these positions. 

For instance, young people are segregated from the 
workplace throughout most of their childhood and early 
adolescent years, and they receive little direct training in 
school relevant to the work roles they will likely find them- 
selves in as adults. The sorts of jobs available to teenagers 
today, such as working the counter of a fast-food restau- 
rant, bear little resemblance to the jobs most of them will 
hold as adults. The transition into adult work roles, there- 
fore, is discontinuous for most young people today. 
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The transition into adult 
family roles is even more abrupt. 
Before actually becoming par- 
ents, most young people have 
little training in child rearing or 
other related matters. Families 
are relatively small today, and 
youngsters are likely to be close 
in age to their siblings, if they 
even have siblings; as a result, few opportunities exist for 
participating in child care activities at home. Schools gen- 
erally offer little, if any, instruction in family relationships 
and domestic activities. 

Passage into adult citizenship and decision-making 
roles is also highly discontinuous. Adolescents are per- 
mitted few opportunities for independence and auton- 
omy in high school and are segregated from most of 
society's political institutions until they complete their 
formal education. Young people are permitted to vote 
once they turn 18, but they receive little preparation for 
participation in government and community roles prior 
to this time. In the United States, for example, we 
require foreigners who wish to become citizens to under- 
stand the workings of the American government, but no 
such familiarity is required of individuals in order to 
graduate from high school. 

Instead of being gradually socialized into work, family, 
and citizenship roles, adolescents in modern society typi- 
cally are segregated from activities in these arenas during 
most of their childhood and youth. Yet young people are 
expected to perform these roles capably when they 
become adults. With little experience in meaningful work, 
adolescents are expected to find, get, and keep a job 
immediately after completing their schooling. With essen- 
tially no training for marriage or parenting, they are 
expected to form their own families, manage their own 
households, and raise their own children soon after they 
reach adulthood. And without any previous involvement 
in community activities, once they have reached the age 
of majority, adolescents are expected to vote, file their 
taxes, and behave as responsible citizens. 


continuous transitions 
Passages into adulthood in 


are entered into gradually. 


Passages into adulthood in 


are entered into abruptly. 


The Continuity of the Adolescent Passage in Tradi- 
tional Cultures The high level of discontinuity found 
in contemporary America has not been characteristic of 
adolescence in traditional societies, especially when hunt- 
ing, fishing, and farming are the chief work activities. The 
emphasis in these societies is on informal education in 
context rather than on formal education in schools. Chil- 
dren are typically not isolated in separate educational 
institutions, and they accompany the adult members of 
their community in daily activities. Adolescents’ prepara- 
tion for adulthood, therefore, comes largely from observa- 
tion and hands-on experience in the same tasks that they 
will carry out as adults. Typically, boys learn the tasks 
performed by adult men, and girls learn those performed 


which adult roles and statuses 


discontinuous transitions 


which adult roles and statuses 
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by adult women. When work activities take adults out of 
the community, it is not uncommon for children to accom- 
pany their parents on these expeditions (Miller, 1928). 

As several writers have pointed out, modernization 
and globalization have made the transition from adoles- 
cence to adulthood longer and increasingly more discon- 
tinuous all over the world (Larson, Wilson, & Rickman, 
2009; Tomasik & Silbereisen, 2011). As successful partic- 
ipation in the workforce increasingly has come to require 
formal education, parents have become less able to pro- 
vide their children with advice on how best to prepare for 
adulthood. School, rather than hands-on experience in 
the workplace, is how individuals all over the world are 
expected to prepare for adult work (National Research 
Council, 2005). 

How these changes are affecting the psychological 
development of young people in developing countries is 
a question that researchers are only now beginning to 
examine. It is very likely, however, that many of the 
familiar psychological struggles that have up until now 
been characteristic of adolescence in modern, industri- 
alized societies—developing a sense of identity, choosing 
among occupational alternatives, stressing out over get- 
ting into a good college, and renegotiating relationships 
with one’s parents, to name just a few—are becoming 
more common among young people all over the 
world. Ironically, then, at the same time that cross-cul- 
tural research on adolescents has expanded dramati- 
cally, the nature of adolescence has become more and 
more similar around the world. In research my col- 
leagues and I have been conducting in a diverse array of 
countries in Asia, Africa, Europe, and the Americas, we 
have been surprised at how similar patterns of develop- 
ment are across these very different cultural contexts 
(Steinberg et al., 2018). 


making the cultural 
connection 
Globalization is changing the face of adolescence all over 
the world, but many experts believe that it has been a 
mixed blessing for many developing countries. With 
respect to young people, what are some of the pros and 
cons of the increasing integration of various countries and 
cultures into a more global society? 


The Continuity of the Adolescent Passage in 
Previous Eras During earlier periods in American his- 
tory, the transition into adult roles and responsibilities 
began at a younger age and proceeded along a more contin- 
uous path than it is today. This is especially true with regard 
to work. During the eighteenth and the early nineteenth 
centuries, when many families were engaged in farming, 
many adolescents were expected to work on the family farm 
and learn the skills necessary to carry on the enterprise 


after their parents became elderly. Boys often accompanied 
their fathers on business trips, learning the nuances of sales- 
manship and commerce (Kett, 1977)—a pattern reminis- 
cent of that found in many traditional societies. 

Many other young people left home relatively early— 
some as early as age 12—to work for nonfamilial adults in 
the community or in nearby villages (Kett, 1977). In the 
mid-nineteenth century, young adolescents commonly 
worked as apprentices, learning skills and trades; others 
left home temporarily to work as servants or to learn 
domestic skills. The average nineteenth-century young- 
ster in Europe or America left school well before the age 
of 15 (Chisholm & Hurrelmann, 1995; Modell, Fursten- 
berg, & Hershberg, 1976). 

Although adolescents of 100 years ago took on full- 
time employment earlier in life than they typically do 
today, they were likely to live under adult supervision for 
a longer period of time. Although the transition into work 
roles may have occurred at a younger age in the nine- 
teenth century than in the twentieth, this transition was 
made in the context of semi-independence rather than 
complete emancipation (Katz, 1975; Kett, 1977; Modell 
& Goodman, 1990). This semi-independent period— 
which for many young people lasted from about 12 to 22 
and often beyond—may have increased the degree of con- 
tinuity of the passage into adulthood by providing a time 
during which young people could assume certain adult 
responsibilities gradually (Katz, 1975). 

By 1900, though, the semi-independence characteris- 
tic of adolescence in the nineteenth century had largely 
disappeared (Modell & Goodman, 1990). Despite the 
complaints today of many social commentators (and 
many college graduates) about the prevalence of unpaid 
internships as a bridge between college and full-time paid 
employment (e.g., Kamenetz, 2006), this transitional 
pathway into the world of adult work today is actually 
pretty similar to what existed in the nineteenth century. 

Socialization for family and citizenship roles may 
also have been more continuous in previous eras. Living 
at home during the late-adolescent and early-adult years, 
particularly in the larger families characteristic of house- 
holds 100 years ago, contributed to the preparation of 
young people for future family life. It was common for 
the children in a family to span a wide age range, and 
remaining at home undoubtedly placed the older adoles- 
cent from time to time in child-rearing roles. Adoles- 
cents were also expected to assist their parents in 
maintaining the household (Modell, Furstenberg, & 
Hershberg, 1976), which no doubt benefited young peo- 
ple when they eventually established a home separate 
from their parents. 


Current Trends in Home Leaving Recent reports of 
trends in home leaving suggest that this aspect of the tran- 
sition into adulthood is changing in many industrialized 
countries. Individuals are living with their parents longer 


Changes in the economy have led many young adults to move 
back in with their parents. Matelly/Getty Images 


today than in recent years. By 2014, for the first time in 
more than a century, more Americans between the ages of 
18 and 34 were living with their parents than in any other 
arrangement (and this doesn’t even count the proportion 
who weren't living with their parents but depended on 
them for financial support) (Fry, 2016). Most experts 
attribute this change in living arrangements to the 
increased costs of housing and transportation, which 
make it difficult for individuals to move out of their par- 
ents' home (or give up their parents' financial support) 
and establish a separate residence, and to the increase in 
the proportion of high school graduates who attend col- 
lege (and rely on their parents' support for this). 

The proportion of young adults living with their par- 
ents remained steady between 2014 and 2019 but rose 
once again as a consequence of the COVID-19 pan- 
demic, which forced many college students to return 
home and led to massive job losses among people 
between 18 and 24, the age group hit hardest by the eco- 
nomic downturn; unemployment in this age group dou- 
bled during the first half of 2020 (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2021). Between February and May 2020, the proportion 
of 18- to 29-year-olds living with their parents rose from 
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26 of 18- to 29-year-olds in U.S. living with a parent 


60% 


50 


Note: "Living with a parent" refers to those who are 
residing with at least one parent in the household. 


Figure 3.3 During the first half of 2020, the economic 
downturn caused by the COVID-19 pandemic forced 
many young people to move in with their parents. 

(Fry, Passel, & Cohn, 2020) 


47% to 52% (Fry, Passel, & Cohn, 2020) (see Figure 3.3). 
This is the first time since the Great Depression that the 
majority of Americans this age were living with one or 
both parents. 

The news isn't all bad, though. One potentially posi- 
tive consequence of the increase in young adults living at 
home is that the usual rise in alcohol and drug use seen 
when adolescents go off to college (Fromme, Corbin, & 
Kruse, 2008) is not nearly as great when individuals con- 
tinue to live with their parents (White et al., 2008). The 
presence of parents tends to put a damper on partying. 

How living with their parents in late adolescence 
affects psychological development and mental health 
likely depends on the extent to which this experience is 
seen as normative. But even in the United States, where a 
premium is placed on becoming independent from one's 
parents, about half of all young adults living at home 
report that it has not affected their relationships with their 
parents one way or the other, and one-quarter actually say 
that their relationship has improved (Parker, 2012). Other 
studies of the impact of continuing to live with one's par- 
ents or moving back in with them have found inconsistent 
effects (Sandberg-Thoma, Snyder, & Jang, 2015). 

The impact of the economy on adolescents' home 
leaving reaffirms the importance of looking at the broader 
context in defining what "normal" adolescence is. In 
1960, because it was uncommon for adolescents to live at 
home past high school, we tended to view individuals 
who did so as being less independent or less mature than 
their peers. Now that living at home has become the 
norm, we no longer view it as a sign of immaturity. 
Because adolescence is in part defined by society, its 
nature changes over time (Tomasik & Silbereisen, 2012). 
Historic events, such as the Great Recession in 2008, the 
#MeToo movement, natural disasters, or the COVID-19 
pandemic, have affected the nature of the adolescent pas- 
sage for many young people. 
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The Transition into Adulthood in 
Contemporary Society 


We do not know for certain whether today’s prolonged 
and discontinuous passage into adulthood impedes or 
enhances adolescents’ psychosocial development. Much 
probably depends on whether the adolescent has access to 
the resources necessary for such a protracted transition, 
especially when jobs are scarce and the cost of housing is 
high. Indeed, many commentators have noted that there is 
not one transition into adulthood in contemporary Amer- 
ica but three very different transitions: one for the *haves," 
one for the “have-nots,” and one for those who are some- 
where in between (Furstenberg, 2006). Growing income 
inequality, not only in the United States but around the 
world, is furthering this trend (Steinberg, 2014a). 

As we look to the future, we can point to two specific 
societal trends that are reshaping the nature of the transi- 
tion from adolescence to adulthood (Mortimer & Larson, 
2002). First, as I have noted throughout this chapter, the 
length of the transitional period is increasing. As the labor 
force continues to shift toward jobs that demand more and 
more formal education, the amount of time individuals 
need to spend as economically dependent students will 
increase, which will delay their assumption of all sorts of 
adult roles, including family roles. One of the reasons that 
individuals are marrying at a later age today is that it takes 
longer to accumulate enough wealth to establish a sepa- 
rate residence or start a family. Another is that the prog- 
ress made by young women in higher education and in the 
labor force has encouraged more of them to delay getting 
married to devote attention to their careers before starting 
a family. The continuing decline in the age of puberty is 
also lengthening adolescence. Today, the transition 
between childhood and adulthood takes longer than it did 
in the past century. Tomorrow, it will take even longer. 

Second, as success in the labor force comes to be increas- 
ingly dependent on formal education, the division between 
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the “haves”—those who have access to money, schools, and 
information technology—and “have-nots”—those who are 
poor, less well educated, and cut off from important 
resources—will grow. This division will be seen not only 
between wealthy and poor countries but also, increasingly, 
between the affluent and the poor within countries, because 
globalization, for all its many positive features, contributes to 
income inequality (Ananat et al., 2017). As the economies of 
developing countries improve, the importance of formal edu- 
cation increases, which then further separates the life condi- 
tions of the educated and the uneducated, a pattern seen 
vividly today in countries such as China and India. 

One extremely important international trend concerns 
different birth rates in different parts of the world: 
Because the birth rate in poor and developing countries is 
so much higher than it is in wealthy nations, the distribu- 
tion of the world’s adolescents is changing dramatically. 
As we move further into the twenty-first century, rela- 
tively fewer and fewer of the world’s teenagers will come 
from affluent parts of the world, and relatively more and 
more will live in impoverished countries (Larson, Wilson, 
& Rickman, 2009) (Figure 3.4). 


Special Transitional Problems of Poor, 
Minority, and Immigrant Youth 


No discussion of the transitional problems of young people 
in America today would be complete without noting that 
youngsters from some minority groups—Black, Latinx, and 
Native American youth, in particular—have more trouble 
negotiating the transition into adulthood than do their 
White and Asian counterparts. This is due to many factors, 
including poverty, discrimination, segregation, and dispro- 
portionate involvement with the justice system (Iselin et 
al., 2012; Neblett et al., 2011; McLoyd et al., 2009). 
Youngsters from minority backgrounds make up a sub- 
stantial and growing portion of the adolescent population 
in America. At the beginning of this century, about 
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Figure 3.5 The ethnic composition of the United States will continue to change dramatically over the twenty-first 
century. (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2005) 


two-thirds of American adolescents were White. Today, 
about 24% of American adolescents are Hispanic, 14% 
Black, 5% Asian or Pacific Islanders, 4% biethnic youth, 
and 1% Native American and Native Alaskan youth (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2019). In other words, about half of 
American adolescents are from ethnic minority groups. 
By the end of this century, the U.S. Census Bureau esti- 
mates that nearly two-thirds of American adolescents will 
be non-white and that Latinx adolescents will be the larg- 
est ethnic group in the country (see Figure 3.5). 

Many American adolescents were not born in the 
United States, of course. One curiosity within studies of 
ethnic minority youth and the transition to adulthood 
concerns the betterthan-expected mental health and 
school performance of immigrant adolescents in the 
United States. For reasons not entirely understood, for- 
eign-born adolescent immigrants generally have better 
mental health, exhibit less problem behavior, and per- 
form better in school than do adolescents from the same 
ethnic group who are native-born Americans (Fuligni, 
Hughes, & Way, 2009). Indeed, one of the most interest- 
ing findings to emerge from research on immigrant ado- 
lescents is that their "Americanization" appears to be 
associated with worse, not better, outcomes. 

This may no longer be the case, though. Recent waves of 
immigrants, many of whom have not been welcomed into 
their receiving countries, don't necessarily show these pat- 
terns because having the support of schools and the accep- 
tance of peers are important contributors to immigrant 
adolescents' well-being (Motti-Stefanidi, 2019). These tran- 
sitional problems are exacerbated by immigration policies 
that create fear, mistrust, and economic disadvantage (Tor- 
res et al., 2018). A recent study of adolescents in multiple 
countries across the world found that immigrants are sig- 
nificantly more likely to be bullied than nonimmigrants 
from similar ethnic backgrounds (Stevens et al., 2020). This 
is especially the case in schools in which there is a strong 
anti-immigrant climate (Bayram Ozdemir, et al., 2018). Par- 
ents play an important role in the development of adoles- 
cents’ prejudicial attitudes, which ultimately affects the 
degree to which students are biased against their immigrant 
classmates (Miklikowska, Bohrman, & Titzmann, 2019). 


The Effects of Poverty on the Transition 
into Adulthood 


Of all the factors that may impair youngsters’ ability to 
move easily from adolescence into adulthood, poverty is 
at the top of the list (Yoshikawa, Aber, & Beardslee, 2012). 
Growing up poor adversely affects adolescents’ brain 
development, especially in regions that are important for 
higher-order cognitive abilities and self-control (Brieant et 
al., 2020; Ellwood-Lowe et al., 2018; Piccolo et al., 2016) 
(see Figure 3.6). Fortunately, adolescents from poor fami- 
lies show gains in brain function when their family’s 
income increases (D. Weissman et al., 2018). 
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Figure 3.6 Recent research has demonstrated a link 
between socioeconomic status and the development of 
brain regions important for advanced thinking abilities. 
Cortical brain regions grow more rapidly during childhood 
and are pruned more extensively during adolescence 
among affluent adolescents than their less fortunate 
peers. (Figure 3 [left panel only] from Piccolo et al., 2016) 
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Not surprisingly, poverty is 
associated with failure in 
school, unemployment, delin- 
quency, depression, and teen 
pregnancy, all of which contrib- 
ute to transitional difficulties 
(McLoyd et al., 2009). Because minority youngsters are 
more likely than other teenagers to grow up in poverty, 
they are also more likely to encounter transitional prob- 
lems during middle and late adolescence. Growing income 
inequality in the United States and much of the developed 
world will lead to even larger gaps in the well-being of 
young people from different social classes; for instance, as 
the gap in income between people from different social 
classes has grown, so have differences in rates of depres- 
sion seen among adolescents from low and high socioeco- 
nomic status communities (Coley, O'Brien, & Spielvogel, 
2019). Perceiving oneself as poorer than one's peers—what 
is referred to as subjective social status—is especially detri- 
mental (Du, Chi, & King, 2019; Rahal et al., 2020; Riven- 
bark et al., 2019; Russell & Odgers, 2020). 

Poverty is not limited to minority families, of course, 
but research on low-income, White families is relatively 
sparse. Although minority families are disproportionately 
likely to experience poverty, in sheer numbers, there are 
more poor White people in the United States than Black 
or Latinx people. Strong biases against rural, low-income 
White families, who are often the subjects of mockery and 
negative stereotypes on television shows such as Here 
Comes Honey Boo Boo (e.g., White trash" who survive on 
“dumpster dives"), only compound the problems of social 
isolation, hopelessness, economic insecurity, and drug 
addiction that afflict many poor, rural communities. Some 
writers have noted that these circumstances may lead par- 
ents to socialize their teenagers to adopt a "live fast, die 
young" mentality, which may impair educational achieve- 
ment and generate maladaptive patterns of behavior 
(Jones, Loiselle, & Highlander, 2018) (see Figure 3.7). 

The negative impact of growing up in a poor home 
environment on brain development has an especially neg- 
ative effect on adolescents' school achievement (Kendig, 
Mattingly, & Bianchi, 2014; Uy et al., 2019). Poverty 
impedes the transition to adulthood among all teenagers, 
regardless of race, of course, but because minority youth 


Chronic stress 


Psychological despair 


are more likely to grow up poor, they are also more likely 
to have transition problems. As you will see in later chap- 
ters, school dropout rates are much higher among Latinx 
and Native American teenagers than among other groups, 
and college enrollment is lower among Black, Latinx, and 
Native American youth. In addition, unemployment is 
much higher among Black, Latinx, and Native American 
teenagers; Black and Latinx youth are more likely to be 
victimized by crime and exposed to violence; and rates of 
out-of-wedlock births are higher among Black and Latinx 
teenagers than among White teenagers. All these factors 
disrupt the transition into adulthood by limiting individu- 
als’ economic and occupational success. 


What Can Be Done to Ease 
the Transition? 


A variety of suggestions have been offered for making the 
transition into adulthood smoother for all young people, 
including restructuring secondary education, expanding 
work and volunteer opportunities, and improving the 
quality of community life for adolescents and their par- 
ents. Some have suggested that adolescents be encour- 
aged to spend time in voluntary, nonmilitary service 
activities—such as staffing day care centers, working with 
the elderly, or cleaning up the environment—for a few 
years after high school graduation so that they can learn 
responsibility and adult roles (Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 
2009). Still others have pointed out that adolescents can- 
not come of age successfully without the help of adults 
and that programs are needed to strengthen families and 
communities and to bring adolescents into contact with 
adult mentors (Burt & Paysnick, 2012; Farruggia, Bullen, 
& Davidson, 2013). Overall, most experts agree that a 
comprehensive approach to the problem is needed and 
that such an approach must simultaneously address the 
educational, employment, interpersonal, and health 
needs of adolescents from all walks of life (Balsano, 
Theokas, & Bobek, 2009). 


Mentoring There has been growing interest in mentor- 
ing programs for at-risk adolescents, many of whom have 
few relationships with positive adult role models (Hurd, 
Varner, & Rowley, 2013; Rhodes, 2004). Adolescents who 
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Figure 3.7 Chronically stressful conditions in rural, low-income, White communities engender feelings of 
hopelessness and helplessness, which often leads parents to socialize their teenagers into a "live fast, die 


young" mentality. 


lack positive adult role models are more likely to have psy- 
chological and behavioral problems (Bryant & Zimmer- 
man, 2003; Parker & Reckdenwald, 2008). 

Mentoring programs seek to pair adults with young 
people through community or school-based efforts 
designed to facilitate positive youth development, improve 
academic achievement, and deter antisocial behavior. 
Evaluations of mentoring programs indicate that they 
have a small, positive effect on youth development 
(Raposa et al., 2019). Adolescents who have been men- 
tored are less likely to have problems in school and at 
home, less likely to use drugs and alcohol, and less likely 
to get into trouble with the law (Hurd et al., 2012; Miran- 
da-Chan et al., 2016; Timpe & Lunkenheimer, 2015). 

Not surprisingly, the impact of mentoring varies as a 
function of characteristics of the mentor, the young per- 
son, and their relationship (Spencer et al., 2016). Mento- 
ring appears to have the most beneficial effects on 
adolescents whose other relationships are good but not 
great (perhaps because the ones with great other relation- 
ships didn’t need the mentoring as much and because the 
ones with poor ones did not have the social skills to profit 
from the mentoring) (Schwartz et al., 2011). In general, 
mentoring tends to be more successful when the mentor 
maintains a steady presence in the youth’s life over an 
extended period (at least 2 years); has frequent contact 
with the youngster; and involves the adolescent in a wide 
range of recreational, social, and practical activities that 
are targeted toward the specific needs of the teenager 
(Austin et al., 2020; Christensen et al., 2020). It is import- 
ant to note, however, that although mentoring may bene- 
fit adolescents, other influences in their lives are also 
important, and mentoring alone is not sufficient to meet 
the needs of at-risk youth (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005). 
One potentially important influence, to which we now 
turn, is the neighborhood in which the adolescent lives. 


The Influence of Neighborhood 
Conditions on Adolescent 
Development 


One factor contributing to the especially worrisome situa- 
tion of poor and minority youth in the United States is 
that poverty has become much more concentrated over 
the past 40 years, with greater and greater clustering of 
poor families into economically and racially segregated 
communities. In response to this, a number of researchers 
have studied the ways in which neighborhoods influence 
adolescent development (Leventhal, Dupéré, & Brooks- 
Gunn, 2009). Although other characteristics of neighbor- 
hoods in addition to poverty potentially can affect 
adolescents’ development (e.g., the ethnic composition, 
crime rate, or availability of social service programs), far 
more is known about the effects of poverty than about any 
other factor. Exposure to neighborhood poverty is an 
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especially prevalent problem among nonwhite adolescents 
(Chauhan, Reppucci, & Turkheimer, 2009). 

Studying neighborhood influences on adolescent 
development is tricky. We know that growing up in a very 
poor household increases adolescents’ risks for all sorts 
of problems. But because poor families tend to live in 
poor neighborhoods, it is not always easy to separate the 
effects of neighborhood disadvantage from the effects of 
family disadvantage. To do this, researchers must com- 
pare adolescents whose family situations are similar but 
who live in very different types of neighborhoods. This is 
not always easy to do—as you can imagine, few affluent 
families live in poor neighborhoods, and few poor fami- 
lies live in affluent ones. 

There is also the problem of cause and effect. If fami- 
lies in a good neighborhood seem to be functioning better 
than families in a poor one, it might simply reflect the 
fact that better-functioning families choose to live in bet- 
ter neighborhoods (rather than indicate that the neigh- 
borhood actually influenced family functioning) (Boyle 
et al., 2007). There have been a few experiments in which 
the researchers took this into account by randomly assign- 
ing families from poor neighborhoods who expressed 
interest in moving to either remain where they were or be 
relocated into more advantaged neighborhoods and then 
tracking the psychological development and behavior of 
adolescents in the two groups. These studies have found 
mixed effects of relocation, with some studies showing 
positive effects, others showing no effect, and some actu- 
ally showing negative effects (Graif, 2015; Kling, Ludwig, 
& Katz, 2005; Leventhal, Fauth, & Brooks-Gunn, 2005; 
Osypuk et al., 2012). 

To complicate things further, some of these experi- 
ments have found that moving to a more affluent neigh- 
borhood tends to have a more positive effect on girls than 
boys and among children than adolescents (Schmidt, 
Krohn, & Osypuk, 2018). Other studies have found simi- 
larly puzzling results. For example, one analysis of 
changes in the level of neighborhood poverty found that 
very poor adolescents whose neighborhoods improved in 
quality were more likely to show increases in problems 
than those whose neighborhoods did not improve but 
that the opposite pattern held for adolescents in moder- 
ate-poverty neighborhoods, where change for the better 
led to improvements in boys’ well-being (Leventhal & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2011). 

How can we account for the finding that relocating 
poor families to more affluent neighborhoods sometimes 
has negative effects on adolescents’ behavior? There are 
several possible explanations (Fauth, Leventhal, & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2007). First, adolescents from poor fami- 
lies that moved may encounter more discrimination in 
the new neighborhoods than in their old ones. Second, 
although it is generally true that advantaged communities 
have more resources than disadvantaged ones, it is possi- 
ble that poor families who moved to more affluent 


89 


90 


PART 1 The Fundamental Changes of Adolescence 


A variety of psychological and social problems are more 
common among adolescents who grow up amidst poverty. 
DenisTangneyJr/Getty Images 


neighborhoods actually may have less access to commu- 
nity resources than they did in their old neighborhoods. 
Third, adolescents who moved to more advantaged neigh- 
borhoods may end up feeling more disadvantaged than 
their peers who remained in poor communities because 
the adolescents who moved may compare their life cir- 
cumstances to those of their more affluent peers; although 
their living circumstances improved, their subjective social 
status declined (Nieuwenhuis et al., 2017). This account 
is consistent with other research showing that income 
inequality has adverse effects on adolescents’ mental 
health above and beyond the effects of poverty (Vilh- 
jalmsdottir et al., 2016). Finally, there is some evidence 
that parents in poor neighborhoods may monitor their 
children relatively more vigilantly because they worry 
about crime and other dangers; adolescents who are more 
closely monitored tend to have fewer problems. 


The Price of Privilege Although poverty has a wide 
range of adverse consequences for adolescents’ develop- 
ment, there is accumulating evidence that growing up in 
an extremely affluent neighborhood may carry its own 
risks. Compared to teenagers in middle-class communi- 
ties, adolescents in wealthy neighborhoods report higher 
levels of delinquency, substance abuse, anxiety, and 
depression (Lund, Dearing, & Zachrisson, 2017); there is 
some evidence that the higher rates of drug use seen 
among teenagers in affluent communities carry forward 
into college and beyond (Luthar, Small, & Ciciolla, 2018). 
This is consistent with several studies that have docu- 
mented the surprisingly high prevalence of psychological 
and behavioral problems among teenagers in affluent 
suburban communities (Coley et al., 2018; Kleinepier & 
van Ham, 2018; Luthar, Barkin, & Crossman, 2013), 


especially among teenagers whose personalities may 
make them prone to problem behavior (Jensen, Chassin, 
& Gonzales, 2017). 

The higher incidence of problems among adolescents 
from wealthy communities appears to emerge in early ado- 
lescence, when teenagers begin experimenting with alco- 
hol and illegal drugs, which may be fueled by pressure to 
excel in school and extracurricular activities and enabled 
by parents who are either too preoccupied to notice or 
simply choose to look the other way. Affluent adolescents’ 
substance use, in turn, leads to all sorts of troubles, among 
them delinquency, depression, and precocious sex. 


Impact of Poverty on Adolescent Development 
Although there admittedly are problems associated with 
growing up amid wealth, growing up in a poor neighbor- 
hood has devastating effects on adolescent behavior, 
achievement, and mental health, and these effects are 
above and beyond those attributable to growing up in a 
poor family or attending a financially strapped school 
(Cambron et al., 2018; Foster & Brooks-Gunn, 2012; Lev- 
enthal, Dupéré, & Brooks-Gunn, 2009; Snedker & Hert- 
ing, 2016). Most neighborhood research has focused on 
urban adolescents, but studies find that growing up in 
poor rural communities also places adolescents at risk 
(Jones, Loiselle, & Highlander, 2018). 

Whether in inner-city neighborhoods or rural com- 
munities, adolescents who see nothing but poverty and 
unemployment around them have little reason to be 
hopeful about their own future, and they may feel that 
they have little to lose by using drugs, having a baby, 
dropping out of school, or becoming involved in crimi- 
nal activity (Burnside & Gaylord-Harden, 2019; Kan et 
al., 2020; Schmidt, Pierce, & Stoddard, 2016; Xiao, 


Growing up in extreme affluence may carry its own sort of risks 
to healthy development. RichLegg/Getty Images 
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Figure 3.8 Living amidst neighborhood disadvantage lowers how long 
adolescents expect to live, which in turn increases their drug use, crime, and 


risky sex. (Kan et al., 2020) 


Romanelli, & Kindsay, 2020) (see Figure 3.8). Even 
among adolescents who have already become involved 
with the justice system, delinquents who have higher 
expectations for their future are less likely to reoffend 
and more likely to achieve in school (Mahler et al., 
2018). Neighborhood poverty also has an impact on 
adolescents’ sexual behavior and decisions about 
whether to abort a pregnancy, with those living in poor 
neighborhoods more likely to be sexually active at an 
early age and engage in risky sex (Orihuela et al., 2020). 
The impact of poverty on sexual behavior is especially 
strong in poor, rural neighborhoods (Warner, 2018). 

Adolescents growing up in impoverished urban com- 
munities are more likely than their peers from equally 
poor households but better neighborhoods to bear chil- 
dren as teenagers, to become involved in criminal activity, 
and to achieve less in, or even drop out of, high school— 
factors that seriously interfere with the successful transi- 
tion into adulthood (Carlson et al., 2014; E. Romero et 
al., 2015). Interestingly, it is the absence of affluent neigh- 
bors, rather than the presence of poor ones, that seems to 
place adolescents in impoverished communities at great- 
est risk (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2004). 


Processes of Neighborhood Influences 


Most of the effects of neighborhoods on adolescent devel- 
opment are indirect, transmitted through the impact of 
the neighborhood on the more immediate settings in 
which adolescents spend time (Dunn et al., 2015; Riina et 
al., 2013). For example, neighborhood disorder affects 
the way that parents behave, and this, in turn, affects 


adolescents’ development and 
mental health (Jensen, 2020). 
Neighborhoods influence indi- 
viduals by transforming what 
takes place within the more 
immediate contexts that are embedded in them. Three 
different processes have been suggested (Leventhal et al., 
2009) (see Figure 3.9). 


collective efficacy 

A community's social capital, 
derived from its members’ 
common values and goals. 


Collective Efficacy First, neighborhood conditions 
shape the norms that guide individuals’ values and behav- 
iors. Poverty in neighborhoods breeds social isolation and 
social disorganization, undermining a neighborhood's 
sense of collective efficacy—the extent to which neighbors 
trust each other, share common values, and count on each 
other to monitor the activities of youth in the community 
(Sampson, Raudenbusch, & Earls, 1997). As a conse- 
quence, it is easier for deviant peer groups to form and to 
influence the behavior of adolescents in these communi- 
ties (Trucco et al., 2014). Rates of teen pregnancy, school 
failure, mental health problems, and antisocial behavior 
are all higher in neighborhoods that have low levels of 
collective efficacy (Elfassi et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2017; 
Wang, Choi, & Shin, 2020). 

Living in a neighborhood high in collective efficacy— 
where adults monitor the behavior of all adolescents, not 
just their own—is especially important for adolescents whose 
parents are themselves not very vigilant (Booth & Shaw, 
2020; Kirk, 2009). In addition, it appears that collective effi- 
cacy encourages adolescents to form a deeper emotional 
bond with their community, which in turn makes them feel 
safer and less lonely, a finding that has been replicated in 


Figure 3.9 Neighborhood 
conditions influence adolescents' 
development by shaping the 
norms to which adolescents are 
exposed; by influencing the 
quality of the relationships they 
have with others, including their 
parents; and by facilitating or 
limiting adolescents’ and families’ 
access to economic and 
institutional resources. 
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many countries (Dallago et al., 2009; Matthews et al., 2019; 
Wang & Fowler, 2019). This connection also protects ado- 
lescents somewhat from the adverse effects of being exposed 
to neighborhood violence (Browning et al., 2014) and dis- 
crimination (Saleem, Busby, & Lambert, 2018). 

Under conditions of low collective efficacy, social 
problems are contagious; they spread from one adolescent 
to another like a disease epidemic. To the extent that 
poverty increases behavior problems, for example, adoles- 
cents living in poor neighborhoods will come into contact 
with deviant peers more often (Gartstein, Seamon, & 
Dishion, 2014; Tompsett, Veits, & Amrhein, 2016; Vogel & 
Van Ham, 2018), and adolescents who associate with 
delinquent peers are more likely to be drawn into criminal 
and delinquent activity (Bond & Bushman, 2016). Simi- 
larly, adolescents who live in neighborhoods characterized 
by high rates of teenage parenthood grow up exposed to 
large numbers of peers who are relatively more tolerant of 
this behavior, which affects their own attitudes toward pre- 
marital childbearing (Baumer & South, 2001). 


The Impact of Stress Second, the stresses associated 
with poverty undermine the quality of people’s relation- 
ships. Across all ethnic groups, poverty is associated with 
harsh, inconsistent, and punitive parenting, which, in 
turn, are linked to adolescent misbehavior (Deater-Deckard 
et al., 2019; Elliott et al., 2016). When parents are not 
effective in supervising and monitoring their teenagers 
and when teenagers have little social support from parents 
or other adults, the teenagers are more likely to associate 
with antisocial peers and get into trouble (Odgers et al., 
2012; Wang, Choi, & Shin, 2020). Living in poor housing 
appears to have a particularly bad impact on girls’ mental 
health, perhaps because girls are more likely than boys to 
spend their free time at home (Elliott et al., 2016). 

The link between family poverty and delinquency is 
even stronger in poor neighborhoods (Hay et al., 2007). 
Consistent with this, the harmful effects of exposure to 
negligent or harsh parenting are even more pronounced 
in disadvantaged neighborhoods (Brody, et al., 
2019; Roche, Ensminger, & Cherlin, 2007). Studies of 
whether the impact of good parenting is affected by 
neighborhood conditions have not yielded consistent 
results, however. Some studies show that positive family 
relationships are more effective in good neighborhoods 
(e.g., Cleveland, Feinberg, & Greenberg, 2010), while 
others show the reverse (e.g., Salzinger et al., 2011). 

The impact of poverty on neighborhood violence is 
especially severe. Adolescents from poor neighborhoods 
are far more likely than other youth to be exposed 
to chronic community violence (DaViera et al., 2020) 
(see Table 3.2), and repeated exposure to violence and 
other types of stress increases the risk of behavioral, emo- 
tional, and physical health problems (Farrell et al., 2014; 
Heinze et al., 2017; Jaggers, Prattini, & Church, 2016; D. 
Schwartz et al., 2016). They also are more likely to 


interpret ambiguous situations as threatening, to have 
poor emotion regulation, to become desensitized to vio- 
lence, and to show increases in blood pressure (Criss et 
al., 2016; Heleniak et al., 2018; Kennedy & Ceballo, 2016; 
Mrug, Madan, & Windle, 2016). There is even evidence 
that growing up in violence-ridden neighborhoods affects 
brain development in ways that interfere with the develop- 
ment of self-control, emotion regulation, delay of gratifica- 
tion, and empathy (Evans et al., 2020; Gonzalez, Allen, & 
Coan, 2016; Lambert et al., 2017; Saxbe et al., 2018; Weiss- 
man et al., 2018). 

Adolescents who themselves have been exposed to vio- 
lence are more likely to engage in violent behavior, think 
about killing themselves, attempt suicide, and report 
symptoms of depression, post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), hopelessness, callousness, precocious sex, and 
substance abuse (Deane, Richards, & Santiago, 2020; Far- 
rell et al., 2020; Goldstick, 2019; White et al., 2019; Yildiz, 
Demirhan, & Gurbuz, 2019). The adverse effects of expo- 
sure to violence have been documented in hundreds of 
studies, not only of urban youth in the United States 
(where most of these studies have been conducted) but in 
other parts of the world as well, such as Colombia (Gaias 
et al., 2019) and the Middle East (Klodnick et al., 2014). 
Being the victim of violence has more consistent harmful 
effects than witnessing it, which, in turn, is more harmful 
than simply hearing about it (Fowler et al., 2010). Partici- 
pating in youth-based community programs is associated 
with better mental health and less risky behavior (Cama- 
cho-Thompson & Vargas, 2018; Lardier et al., 2019). 

Not all adolescents who are exposed to violence and 
other sorts of neighborhood stressors are equally affected, 
of course. Among the factors that help protect against their 
harmful effects are having strong self-control, positive fam- 
ily relationships, and supportive peer relationships, and 
being involved in structured extracurricular activities 
(Affrunti, Suarez, & Simpson, 2018; Hardaway et al., 2016; 
Taylor, Widaman, & Robins, 2018; Zimmerman & Farrell, 
2017). One study found that mindfulness instruction may 
ameliorate some of the stress-related problems experienced 
by inner-city adolescents (Sibinga et al., 2016). In contrast, 
the impact of community disadvantage on adolescent vio- 
lence is relatively greater among impulsive teenagers and 
those with poor emotion regulation (King & Mrug, 2016; 


Myers et al., 2018; Vogel & Van Ham, 2018). 
making the scientific 


connection ey 


Inner-city neighborhoods typically come to mind when we 
think of adolescents growing up in poverty, but many poor 
adolescents live in rural, not urban, areas. In what ways is 
poverty different for urban versus rural youth? How might 
this affect the nature of adolescence in each type of 
community? 


Pseudonym 


Caleb (15BM) 
Elena (17LF) 
Shantay (14BF) 


Pierre (16BM) 


Fillip (16WM) 
Catalina (15LF) 
Labron (15BM) 
Oscar (15LM) 


Mackenzie (17BF) 


Deonte (17BM) 


Jalen (16BM) 


Daniel (15BRM) 


Alejandra (17LF) 


Amelia (16BF) 


Karina (15BF) 


Experiences of Community Violence or Danger 


Aware of gang activity in the neighborhood 
Did not mention violence or danger 


Witnessed a shooting, aware of violence and 
fights in the neighborhood 


Aware of shootings and gang activity in the 
neighborhood 


Experienced threats from people in the neighborhood 
Aware of gang activity in the neighborhood 
Two friends died due to shooting 


Was robbed at gunpoint, aware of gang activity 
in the neighborhood 


Aware of violence, shootings, and gang activity 
in the neighborhood 


Was “jumped” in a park, friends have died due to 
shootings, aware of gang activity and shootings in 
the neighborhood 


Witnessed someone shot and killed, was chased by 
“30 guys,” knows people who have been killed due 
to shootings, aware of violence and gang activity in 
the neighborhood 


Mother was "chased" in car, mother's boyfriend was 
shot, father used to be in a gang, aware of violence 
and gang activity in the neighborhood 


Feels in danger in the neighborhood, did not mention 
violence 


Feels in danger in the neighborhood, did not mention 
violence 


Knows several people who have been killed, knows 


CHAPTER 3 Social Transitions 


Table 3.2 Examples of community violence or danger reported by Chicago adolescents. 


Safety Strategies 


Avoidance, hypervigilance 
Avoidance, emotional management 


Avoidance, hypervigilance, 
self-defense 


Avoidance, emotional 
management, self-defense 


Avoidance 
Avoidance, self-defense 
Avoidance, emotional management 


Avoidance, hypervigilance 


Avoidance, self-defense 


Avoidance, emotional 
management, hypervigilance 


Avoidance, emotional 
management, hypervigilance 


Avoidance, hypervigilance 


Self-defense 


Avoidance 


Avoidance, self-defense 


people currently in gangs, aware of violence, 
shootings, and gang activity in neighborhood 


Next to pseudonym in parentheses are age, ethnicity (B — Black, L — Latinx, W — White, BR — biracial), and gender (M — male, F — female). 


(DaViera et al., 2020) 


Limited Access to Resources Third, adolescents 
who grow up in poor neighborhoods have more limited 
access to resources than do those who grow up in more 
advantaged communities. In poor neighborhoods, for 
example, the quality of schools, health care, transporta- 
tion, employment opportunities, and recreational ser- 
vices are all lower than they are in affluent neighborhoods 
(M. Gardner & Brooks-Gunn, 2009). As a result, adoles- 
cents in poor communities have fewer chances to engage 
in activities that facilitate positive development or to 
receive services when they are having difficulties (Lardier, 
et al., 2020; T. Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2004). 


On the other hand, adolescents who live in communities 
with relatively greater resources, such as higher-quality 
schools, are less likely to become involved in antisocial 
behavior (Molnar et al., 2008) and more likely to have pos- 
itive peer relationships (Smith, Faulk, & Sizer, 2016). In 
neighborhoods with higher levels of resources and greater 
feelings of cohesion, adults’ beliefs about teenagers tend to 
be more favorable, probably because the casual interactions 
that take place between adults and adolescents in these set- 
tings are more positive (Zeldin & Topitzes, 2002). The pres- 
ence of institutional resources, then, often goes hand in 
hand with the presence of positive social relationships. 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 
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The next time you are in a bookstore, take a look at the 
books in the section on parent—adolescent relationships. 
Judging from the number of “survival guides"—ones such 
as Get Out of My Life, But First, Could You Drive Me and 
Cheryl to the Mall?; The Teenage Brain: A Neuroscientist's 
Survival Guide to Raising Adolescents and Young Adults; 
Your Defiant Teen; Yes, Your Teen Is Crazy; and even Yes, 
Your Parents Are Crazy—you'd think that stress and strain 
between teenagers and parents is commonplace, even 
normal. Unlike advice books on infancy, which emphasize 
normative development, books for parents of teenagers 
tend to focus on problems (Steinberg, 2011). This is unfortu- 
nate, for two reasons. 

First, the stereotype presented in these writings just 
isn't true. And second, the more parents believe in the ste- 
otype of adolescents as difficult, the more they expect 
their own child to conform to it, and the worse their rela- 
tionship with their teenager becomes (Jacobs, Chin, & 
Shaver, 2005; Martin, Sturge-Apple, Davies, & Romero, 
2017). In other words, parents’ beliefs that they are going to 
have a difficult time with their child once he or she enters 
adolescence can become what psychologists call a 
self-fulfilling prophecy—an expectation that is realized 
because we act in ways that make it happen. 

In truth, scientific studies indicate that, on average, there 
is very little emotional distance between young people and 
their parents (Laursen & Collins, 2009). Although some 
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families have serious problems, the overwhelming majority 
of adolescents feel close to their parents, respect their judg- 
ment, feel that they love and care about them, and have a lot 
of respect for them as individuals (Steinberg, 2001). 

Sure, there are times when adolescents and parents 
have their problems. But there ar 
children and their parents have problems and when adults 
and their parents do, too. Family problems are no more 
ikely to occur during adolescence than at other times in 
the life span. Moreover, among teenagers and parents 
who report having problems, the great majority had trou- 
bled relations during childhood (Laursen & Collins, 2009), 
and declines in the quality of family relationships in adoles- 
cence are greatest in families where relationships were 
ess close to begin with (Laursen, DeLay, & Adams, 2010). 
n other words, only a very small percentage of families 
who enjoy positive relations during childhood develop 
serious problems during adolescence. 

In this chapter, we'll look at the family as a context for 
adolescent development with three broad questions in 
mind. First, how do family relationships change during ado- 
lescence—that is, what is the effect of adolescence on the 
family? Second, how are adolescents affected by their 
experiences in the family—in other words, what is the 
effect of the family on adolescents? And third, how have 
changes in family life over the past half century affected 
the adolescent experience? 


times when younger 


Changes in Family Relationships 
at Adolescence 


Whenever a family enters a new stage in their child’s devel- 
opment, it takes them a while to figure out how best to 
deal with it. With time, they usually reach a comfortable 
place, a sort of equilibrium. According to family systems 
theory, relationships in families change most dramatically 
during times when individual family members or the fam- 
ily’s circumstances are changing because it is during these 
times that the family’s equilibrium often is upset. Not sur- 
prisingly, one period in which family relationships usually 
change a great deal is adolescence. One study of interac- 
tions between adolescent boys and their parents found 
that the peak time for dramatic changes in their relation- 
ships was around age 13 or 14; the researchers speculate 
that because some of this transformation may be driven by 
puberty, in families with girls (who mature earlier than 
boys), this “disequilibrium” is more likely to occur earlier, 
around age 11 or 12 (Granic et al., 2003). 

As you read in earlier chapters, adolescence has long 
been portrayed as an painfully difficult time for parents 


and teenagers. Although this 
turns out to be the exception 
rather than the rule, adoles- 
cence is nevertheless a period 
of change and reorganization in 
family relationships and daily 
interactions (Branje, 2018). 
Occasionally, this reorganiza- 
tion temporarily strains family 
relationships. Not surprisingly, 
parent-adolescent conflict has 
received a great deal of atten- 
tion from scientists who study 
this age period. 


self-fulfilling prophecy 
The idea that individuals’ 


behavior is influenced by 
family systems theory 
A perspective on family 


interconnections among 


sibling). 


What Do Adolescents and Parents 
Usually Fight About? 


Parents and teenagers typically don’t argue over “big” 
issues, but they do have their share of disagreements. 
They squabble about such things as curfews, leisure time 
activities, clothing, and the cleanliness of bedrooms, 


others’ expectations for them. 


functioning that emphasizes 


different family relationships 
(such as marital, parent-child, 
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One source of conflict between parents and teenagers involves 
differences in the way they define issues. Making sure that the 
adolescent’s bedroom is tidy is seen by parents as an area over 
which parents should have jurisdiction. Teenagers, however, 
tend to see their bedroom as their own private space and 
decisions about neatness as matters of personal choice. 

B2M Productions/ Digital Vision/Getty Images 


which have been the major sources of disagreement in 
families with teenagers for at least as long as scientists 
have been studying the issue (Laursen & DeLay, 2011). 
And, although conflict between adolescents and parents 
over these mundane matters is generally less frequent in 
ethnic minority than in White families, the topics of dis- 
agreement are similar across ethnic groups and cultures 
(Smetana, Daddis, & Chuang, 2003). A study of adoles- 
cents in China and Hong Kong, for example, found that 
the most common sources of conflict between adoles- 
cents and parents were everyday issues, such as time 
spent on schoolwork, household chores, and choice of 
friends (Yau & Smetana, 2003). 

Why do parents and teenagers argue over such mun- 
dane things? According to several studies, a major con- 
tributor to adolescent-parent bickering is the fact that 
teenagers and their parents define the issues of conten- 
tion very differently—a finding that has been replicated 
across many cultural and ethnic groups (Chen-Gaddini, 
2012; Smetana & Villalobos, 2009). Parents view many 
issues as matters of right and wrong—not necessarily in a 
moral sense, but as matters of custom or convention. 
Adolescents, in contrast, are likely to define these same 
issues as matters of personal choice (Martin, Bascoe, & 
Davies, 2011). A mother who disapproves of her daugh- 
ter’s clothing says, “People just don’t dress that way to go 
to school.” The daughter responds, “Maybe you wouldn’t 
dress this way, but / do.” 


Rebels With a Cause Contrary to stereotype, though, 
adolescents rarely rebel against their parents just for the 


sake of rebelling (Darling, Cumsille, & Martinez, 2007). 
In fact, they are willing to accept their parents’ rules as 
legitimate when they agree that the issue is a moral one 
(whether it is permissible to cheat on a school test) or 
one involving safety (whether it is permissible to drink 
and drive), but they are less inclined to accept their par- 
ents’ authority when they view the issue as personal (what 
clothes to wear to a party) (Cheah, Leung, & Bayram 
Ozdemir, 2018; Smetana & Daddis, 2002). 

In other words, rather than resisting all of their parents’ 
attempts to make and enforce rules (the stereotype that 
many people have of teenagers), adolescents distinguish 
between rules they think their parents have a right to make 
(for instance, having to let their parents know what time 
they'll be home after going out) and rules that they think 
are out of bounds (e.g., having to keep their bedroom 
tidy), a distinction that in many ways is quite understand- 
able (Kuhn, Phan, & Laird, 2014; Smetana & Villalobos, 
2009) and one that parents share (Smetana & Rote, 2015). 
Of course, there are differences among adolescents in the 
extent to which they believe their parents have the author- 
ity to regulate various sorts of decisions, and adolescents 
who see parents as having more legitimate authority have 
fewer behavior problems (LaFleur et al., 2016; Pérez, 
Cumsille, & Martinez, 2016). Not surprisingly, adoles- 
cents who are less likely to believe that their parents have 
a right to know how they spend their time are more likely 
to conceal their activities from them (Keijsers & Laird, 
2014; Rote & Smetana, 2015; Tilton-Weaver, 2014). 

One reason that teenagers and their parents argue as 
much as they do is that as they mature cognitively, adoles- 
cents come to view many issues that they previously saw 
as legitimate for their parents to regulate (e.g., how late 
they can stay up on school nights) as matters of personal 
choice (Milnitsky-Sapiro, Turiel, & Nucci, 2006; Smet- 
ana, 2005). When parents attempt to regulate what ado- 
lescents believe are personal issues, teens are likely to 
describe their parents as being overly controlling 
(Chen-Gaddini, Liu, & Nucci, 2020). 

Perhaps because of this, the effects of feeling psycho- 
logically controlled by their parents, which has a negative 
impact on adolescents’ mental health, are very different 
from the effects of feeling that their parents simply want 
to know where they go and what they do, which has a 
positive impact (Loukas, 2009; Padilla-Walker, 2008). 
Adolescents who think their parents are overcontrolling 
are likely to become oppositional (Flamant et al., 2020). 
How parents get their information also matters: Snoop- 
ing, as opposed to asking, is likely to lead to problems 
(Hawk, Becht, & Branje, 2016; Rote & Smetana, 2018), as 
is close parental monitoring in the absence of a warm 
parent-adolescent relationship (Lippold et al., 2014). 

In other words, teenagers and their parents often clash 
more over the definition of the issue (e.g., whether some- 
thing is a matter of safety rather than a matter of personal 
choice) than over the specific details. The struggle, then, 
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Figure 41 This chart 
shows the percent of 
parents who admit to lying 
to their teenager about 
their own adolescence. 
Parents are more likely to 
lie about their own 


adolescent years when 
their teenagers are younger 
and about activities they 
don’t want their children to 
try, such as having sex or 
smoking marijuana. (Gingo, 
Roded, & Turiel, 2020) 
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is over who has the authority—and whose jurisdiction the 
issue falls into. Because early adolescence is a time when 
adolescents’ reasoning abilities are changing, the ways 
that individuals understand family rules and regulations 
change as well (Cheah, Leung, & Bayram Özdemir, 
2018). As a consequence of normal cognitive develop- 
ment, a 9-year-old child who is willing to accept his par- 
ents’ views—who doesn’t question his mother when she 
says, “We do not leave clothes on the floor”—grows into 
an adolescent who understands that some issues are mat- 
ters of personal choice, rather than social convention 
(“It’s my room, so why should it bother you?” ). 
Adolescents’ expectations for secrecy are much greater 
than parents’ (Elsharnouby & Dost-Gözkan, 2020). There 
is an increase, with age, in adolescents’ willingness to lie to 


E Parents of 14-year-olds 
E Parents of 18-year-olds 


their parents, especially about matters the adolescent 
thinks are personal (Rote & Smetana, 2015). Some fami- 
lies fall into a maladaptive cycle in which negative relation- 
ships between adolescents and their parents prompt 
teenagers to conceal things from their parents, which only 
makes their relationships more negative (Kapetanovic 
et al., 2020; Rote, Smetana, & Feliscar, 2020). 

Of course, there are plenty of occasions when the 
tables are turned and parents lie to their adolescents, 
especially when they want to hide some of the more ques- 
tionable activities they engaged in as teenagers (Gingo, 
Roded, & Turiel, 2020). Parents are more likely to lie to 
younger adolescents than older ones and more likely to 
lie about activities they wish their teens wouldn’t do, such 
as having sex or smoking marijuana (see Figure 4.1). 
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The Adolescent’s Parents at Midlife 


The specific concerns and issues characteristic of fami- 
lies at adolescence arise not just because of the changing 
needs and concerns of the young person but also because 
of changes in the adolescent’s parents and in the needs 
and functions of the family. You already have an under- 
standing of the biological, cognitive, and social changes 
adolescents go through and can probably imagine how 
these may affect the family system. But to fully under- 
stand family relationships during the adolescent years, we 
need to take into account characteristics of the adoles- 
cent’s parents and of families at this stage as well. 
Because people typically have their first child around 
age 30, most parents are in their early 40s when the first 
child enters early adolescence. This age can be a poten- 
tially difficult time for many adults, whether they have 
children or not. Some theorists have gone so far as to 
describe it as a time of midlife crisis (Lachman, 2004). 


Midlife Meets Adolescence If we look at the nature 
of the midlife crises in some detail, we see that the devel- 
opmental concerns of parents and adolescents are com- 
plementary (Steinberg & Steinberg, 1994). Consider the 
issue of biological change. At the same time that adoles- 
cents are entering into a period of rapid physical growth, 
sexual maturation, and, ultimately, the period of the life 
span that society has labeled one of the most physically 
attractive, their parents are beginning to feel increased 
concern about their own bodies, about their physical 
attractiveness, and about their sexual appeal (Banister, 
1999). One mother of an early-adolescent girl once 
remarked, in an interview with my research staff, that it 
was jarring to realize that when she and her daughter 
walked down the street, men now looked at her daughter 
and not at her. 

A second overlap of crises concerns perceptions of 
time and the future. At the same time that adolescents are 
developing the capability to think systematically about 
the future and do, in fact, start looking ahead, their par- 
ents are beginning to feel that possibilities for changing 
their own lives are limited. Interestingly, before midlife, 
individuals tend to measure time in terms of how long 
they have been alive; after midlife, they are more likely to 
see things in terms of how much longer they have to live 
(Lang & Carstensen, 2002). One reason for this shift may 
be that at midlife adults are reminded of their mortality 
because they see their own parents aging. Whatever the 
reason, the naive optimism of adolescence may clash with 

the hardened pragmatism of 


For many adults, their child’s adolescence coincides with 

their own passage through midlife. Not all adults experience 

a “midlife crisis,” but for many, this is a time of heightened 
introspection and self-doubt. The collision of adolescence and 
midlife may make the period an especially challenging one in 
some families. Uwe Umstaetter/Getty Images 


gaining a great deal of status. Their careers and marriages 
lie ahead of them, and choices may seem limitless. For 
their parents, many choices have already been made— 
some successfully, others perhaps less so. Most adults 
reach their “occupational plateau"—the point at which 
they can tell how successful they are likely to be—during 
midlife, and many must deal with whatever gap exists 
between their early aspirations and their actual achieve- 
ments (Lachman, 2004). In sum, for adolescents, this 
phase in the family life cycle is a time of boundless hori- 
zons; for their parents, it means coming to terms with 
choices made when they were younger. 

This overlap of crises is likely to have an impact on fam- 
ily relationships. A father who isn’t as limber as he once 
was may feel less enthusiastic about playing one-on-one 
basketball games with his growing son, as they had done 
for years when the boy was younger. An adolescent girl 
with big plans for the future may find it difficult to under- 
stand why her father seems so cautious and narrow-minded 
when she asks him for advice. An adolescent boy may find 
his mother’s constant attention annoying; he doesn’t see 
that, to her, his interest in privacy signifies the end of an 
important stage in her career as a parent. The adolescent’s 
desire for independence appears to be especially stressful 
for parents (Steinberg & Steinberg, 1994). 

This generalization about the collision of adolescence 


midlife crisis 
A psychological crisis over 
identity believed to occur 


and midlife must be tempered, though. The average age at 
marriage has increased, and proportionately more cou- 
ples today are delaying childbearing until they have 
become established in their careers (Gregory, 2007). 
How being an older parent affects relationships during 
adolescence hasn’t been adequately studied. 


middle age. 

Finally, consider the issue of 
power, status, and entrance into 
the roles of adulthood. Adoles- 
cence is the time when individ- 
uals are on the threshold of 


between the ages of 35 and 
45, the age range of most 
adolescents’ parents. 


The Mental Health of Parents In families with 
middle-aged adults, adjusting to adolescence may take 
more of a toll on the mental health of parents than their 
adolescents (Steinberg & Steinberg, 1994). Nearly two- 
thirds of mothers and fathers describe adolescence as the 
most difficult stage of parenting, and this period is the 
low point in parents' marital and life satisfaction (Gecas 
& Seff, 1990). Parents who are deeply involved in work 
outside the home or who have an especially happy mar- 
riage may be buffered against some of these negative con- 
sequences, however, whereas single mothers may be 
especially vulnerable to them (Silverberg, Marczak, & 
Gondoli, 1996). In fact, a strained relationship between a 
midlife parent and his or her adolescent child may drive 
the parent to devote relatively more time to work (Fort- 
ner, Crouter, & McHale, 2004). At the same time, studies 
show that parents' mental health problems negatively 
affect the way they interact with their adolescents, which 
in turn adversely affects the teenagers (Yap et al., 2010). 

You may have heard that parents mental health 
declines when their children leave home and they enter 
the *empty nest." Not so. Parents' mental health is worse 
when their teenage children are living at home than it is 
once they have moved out, and when children leave home, 
it is fathers, not mothers, who typically feel the greatest 
sense of loss (Steinberg & Steinberg, 1994). Many moth- 
ers are glad to be relieved of much of the household work 
they did when their teenager was living at home. 


making the scientific 
connection 

Many studies have found that marital satisfaction among 
parents is lower when their firstborn child is a teenager 
than at any other point in the marriage. Why do you think 
this might be? 


Changes in Family Needs and Functions 


It is not only individual family members who undergo 
change during the family's adolescent years. The family as 
a unit changes as well in its economic circumstances, its 
relationship to other social institutions, and its functions. 

Family finances are often strained during adolescence. 
Children grow rapidly during puberty, and clothing for 
adolescents is expensive. Keeping up with the "must- 
haves” of the peer culture—designer clothes, the newest 
smartphone, and so forth, not to mention car expenses— 
may push a family budget to the limit. Many families also 
begin saving money for large anticipated expenditures, 
such as the adolescent's college education. And in some 
families, parents may find themselves having to help sup- 
port their own parents when their children are still eco- 
nomically dependent. The financial demands placed on 
parents in the "sandwich generation" (that is, sandwiched 
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between their adolescent children and their aging par- 
ents) require considerable adjustment. 

The adolescent's family also must cope with the increas- 
ing importance of the peer group (Laursen & DeLay, 2011). 
During elementary school, the child's social world is fairly 
narrow. The family is the central setting. During late child- 
hood and early adolescence, however, the peer group 
becomes a setting in which close ties are forged, and parents 
and adolescents often argue about the teenager's reluctance 
to give up time with friends for family activities. 


Special Concerns of Immigrant Families 


How adolescents and parents adjust to this shift in orienta- 
tion varies across ethnic groups, since certain cultures are 
more likely to stress family obligations—such as helping 
with household chores—than others (Hardway & Fuligni, 
2006; Kiang et al., 2013). Many immigrant families place an 
especially high value on familism, an orientation toward life 
in which the needs of one's family take precedence over the 
needs of the individual (Tsai, Gonzales, & Fuligni, 2016). 
Adolescents who value familism and assist their families are 
more likely to develop prosocial values, less likely to get 
depressed, and less likely to get involved with antisocial 
peer groups, which lessens their chances of drinking or 
using illicit drugs (Cruz et al., 2018; Knight, Mazza, & 
Carlo, 2018; Stein et al., 2020; Wheeler et al., 2017). One 
study of Mexican-origin adolescents living in the United 
States found that parental effectiveness was greater in fami- 
lies in which the parents and their teenager preferred to 
speak the same language (Schofield et al., 2017). 
Immigrant parents' ideas about family responsibilities 
sometimes clash with the more individualistic orientation 
characteristic of many mainstream American families. Ado- 
lescents who are assigned a lot of housework but who do not 
have strong familism values are more likely to do poorly at 
school, especially when they come from families with high 
socioeconomic status ( Toyokawa & Toyokawa, 2019). Along 
similar lines, when adolescents are expected to spend a lot of 
time translating important paperwork such as bills or insur- 
ance forms for their parents, this can undermine parents’ 
authority and lead to problems in family relationships 
and adolescent psychological well-being; similar effects are 
not seen, however, when the translating occurs during 
everyday situations (Anguiano, 
2018; Roche et al., 2015). 
Different expectations 
between immigrant parents and 
teenagers are a significant source 
of stress for adolescents and 
parents alike, especially when 
the adolescent has adopted val- 
ues and expectations of the new 
country and the parents are less 
so, something known as genera- 
tional dissonance ( Motti-Stefandi, 


familism 


take precedence over the 
needs of the individual. 


generational dissonance 


is common in families of 
immigrant parents and 


An orientation toward life in 
which the needs of ones family 


Divergence of views between 
adolescents and parents that 


American-born adolescents. 
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Different expectations between immigrant parents and 
teenagers are a significant source of stress for adolescents 
and parents alike, especially when the adolescent is more 
Americanized and the parents are less so, a phenomenon 
known as “generational dissonance.” CRS PHOTO/Shutterstock 


2019; Wang-Schweig & Miller, 2019; Wu & Chao, 2011). 
Some studies conducted in the United States have found that 
stress and family conflict are higher in Latinx families with 
relatively more acculturated adolescents (Nair, Roche, & 
White, 2018; Schwartz et al., 2016), but not all studies have 
reached this conclusion (e.g., Telzer et al., 2016). In fact, one 
way for families to reduce generational dissonance is by 
having immigrant parents be more accepting of the new cul- 
ture and adolescents be more accepting of the old one (Sun, 
Geeraert, & Simpson, 2020). However, in families where 
there is a lot of conflict, it actually may be better for teenagers 
to be less focused on their family (Yuen et al., 2018). 


Transformations in Family Relations 


Together, the biological, cognitive, and social transitions 
of adolescence; the changes experienced by adults at mid- 
life; and the changes undergone by the family during this 
stage set in motion a series of transformations in family 
relationships. There is a movement away from patterns of 
influence and interaction in which parents have unchal- 
lenged authority toward ones in which parents and adoles- 
cents are on a more equal footing. Early adolescence—when 
this shift toward more egalitarian relationships first 
begins—is frequently a challenging time. 


Changes in the Balance of Power During early ado- 
lescence, young people begin to try to play a more forceful 
role in the family, but parents may not yet acknowledge 
adolescents' input. Young adolescents may interrupt their 
parents more often but have little impact. Between ages 12 
and 16, adolescents increasingly try to assert their auton- 
omy, and conflict with parents is common; brain imaging 
studies have found that an increase in adolescents' nega- 
tive feelings about their mothers coincides with an increase 
in the extent to which teenagers are more focused on 
themselves (Van der Cruijsen et al., 2019). By middle ado- 
lescence, however, teenagers act and are treated much 
more like adults. They have more influence over family 
decisions, but they do not need to assert their opinions 
through interruptions and similarly immature behavior. 
Between ages 16 and 20, as adolescents begin to feel more 
independent, their relationships with their parents 
improve (Hadiwijaya et al., 2017) (see Figure 4.2). 

To adapt to the changes triggered by the child's 
entrance into adolescence, family members must have 
some shared sense of what they are experiencing and how 
they are changing. Frequent communication between 
adolescents and parents over mobile devices can help 
strengthen their relationship and help teenagers deal with 
fears of missing out (FOMO) (Alt & Boniel-Nissim, 
2018; Warren & Aloia, 2018). Yet parents and teenagers 
often live in “separate realities,” perceiving their day-to- 
day experiences in very different ways (Abar et al., 2015; 
De Los Reyes, Ohannessian, & Racz, 2019). 

Although adolescents’ descriptions of their parents’ 
behavior are correlated, the correlations are not large, and 
parents tend to describe their own parenting more posi- 
tively than their teenagers do (Hou et al., 2020). A mother 
and son, for example, may have a conversation about 
schoolwork. She may experience the conversation as sim- 
ply a serious discussion; he may perceive it as an argument. 
A parent may speak to an adolescent in a serious voice, but 
the adolescent may experience it as anger (Nelson et al., 
2005). One interesting finding to emerge from research on 
brain maturation in adolescence is that young adolescents 
may be especially sensitive—and perhaps even overreact—to 
the emotional signals given off by others (Pfeifer & Blake- 
more, 2012), which may make more sensitive teenagers 
more likely to be adversely affected by fights with their 
parents (Van Lissa et al., 2017). 


The Role of Puberty The adolescent’s biological and 
cognitive maturation likely plays a role in unbalancing the 
family system during early adolescence. Family relation- 
ships change during puberty, with adolescents and their 
parents bickering more frequently and feeling less close 
(De Goede, Branje, & Meeus, 2009; Marceau, Ram, & 
Susman, 2015). 

Although puberty seems to distance adolescents from 
their parents, it is not associated with familial “storm and 
stress.” Rates of outright conflict between parents and 
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Figure 4.2 Between early and mid-adolescence, there is an increase in the proportion of families in which 
parents and teenagers have a turbulent relationship, but between mid- and late adolescence, parent-adolescent 


relationships improve markedly. (Hadiwijaya et al., 2017) 


children are not dramatically higher during adolescence 
than before or after (Laursen & DeLay, 2011). Rather, dis- 
putes between parents and teenagers are typical of the 
sorts of arguments people have when a more powerful per- 
son (the parent) is trying to get a less powerful one (the 
adolescent) to do something (Adams & Laursen, 2001). 
Similarly, the diminished closeness is more likely to be 
manifested in increased privacy on the part of the adoles- 
cent and less physical affection between teenagers and par- 
ents, rather than any serious loss of love or respect between 
them (Keijsers et al., 2010; Laursen & Collins, 2009). 

The distancing that takes place between parents and 
teenagers in early and middle adolescence is temporary, 
however. Parent-child relationships tend to become less 
conflicted and more intimate during late adolescence and 
show no decline in closeness as the adolescent enters 
young adulthood. If anything, identifying with and feeling 
responsible for one's family increases during the early 20s 
(Tsai, Telzer, & Fuligni, 2013). Nevertheless, the frequent 
bickering can take a toll on parents’ and teenagers’ men- 
tal health (McCauley Ohannessian, Laird, & De Los 
Reyes, 2016). (A mother once told me that living with her 
teenager was like "being bitten to death by ducks.") In 
some families, adolescents and parents even disagree 
about what they argue about (Ehrlich et al., 2016)! 

Some studies have found that individuals who reported 
more conflict with their parents during adolescence had 
more problems later in adolescence, during young adult- 
hood, and at midlife (Berg et al., 2017; Klahr, McGue, 
Iacono, & Burt, 2011). Although it is certainly possible 
that adolescents who have problems are more likely to pro- 
voke conflict with their parents, studies that have been able 


to separate cause and effect have found that family conflict 
actually leads to the development of teenagers’ mental 
health problems (Klahr, Rueter, et al., 2011) and emotional 
distress, regardless of ethnicity (Chung, Flook, & Fuligni, 
2009). Frequent criticism by parents also can adversely 
affect adolescents’ mood and elevate their cortisol levels, 
which can take its toll on physical health (Griffith et al., 
2018; Lippold et al., 2016). Conflict at home can spill over 
into the adolescents’ school life and relationships with 
friends, causing problems and emotional distress (Chung, 
Flook, & Fuligni, 2011; Timmons & Margolin, 2015). 

The first half of adolescence may be an especially 
strained and distant time for the family, although this may 
be more true in the case of firstborns than in the case of 


important and positive role in the adolescent's social and 
cognitive development, so long as family relationships 
are warm. Digitalskillet/E+/Getty Images 
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later-borns, perhaps because parents may learn from their 
experiences with their older child (Shanahan et al., 2007). 
Part of the problem is that conflicts between teenagers 
and parents tend to be resolved not through compromise 
but through one party giving in or walking away, neither 
of which enhances the quality of the relationship or con- 
tributes to anyone’s well-being (Ferrar et al., 2020; Moed 
et al., 2015). As relationships between parents and adoles- 
cents become more egalitarian, they get better at resolv- 
ing conflicts (Van Doorn, Branje, & Meeus, 2011). 


Sex Differences in Family Relationships 


You may be surprised to learn that, according to scientific 
studies, differences between the family relations of sons 
and daughters are minimal. Although there are occasional 
exceptions to the rule, sons and daughters report compa- 
rable degrees of closeness to their parents, amounts of 
conflict, types of rules (and disagreements about those 
rules), and patterns of activity (Buehler, 2020). Observa- 
tional studies of interactions between parents and adoles- 
cents indicate that sons and daughters interact with 
their parents in remarkably similar ways (Steinberg & Silk, 
2002). There is some evidence, though, that, compared 
to adolescent boys, adolescent girls are more affected by 
the quality of their relationship with their parents 
(Ohannessian & Vannucci, 2020). 
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Teenagers relate very differently to mothers and 
fathers, though. Across many ethnic groups and cultures, 
adolescents tend to be closer to their mothers, to spend 
more time alone with their mothers, and to feel more 
comfortable talking to their mothers about problems and 
other emotional matters (Ebbert, Infurna, & Luthar, 
2019) (see Figure 4.3). Fathers often rely on mothers for 
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information about their adolescent’s activities, but moth- 
ers rarely rely on fathers for this (Crouter et al., 2005; 
Waizenhofer, Buchanan, & Jackson-Newsom, 2004). 
Fathers are more likely to be perceived as relatively dis- 
tant authority figures to be consulted for objective infor- 
mation (such as help with homework) but not for 
emotional support (such as help with problems with a 
boyfriend or girlfriend) (Crockett et al., 2007). Interest- 
ingly, adolescents also fight more often with their moth- 
ers than with their fathers and perceive mothers as more 
controlling, but this does not appear to jeopardize the 
closeness of the mother-adolescent relationship (Shek, 
2007). Although adolescents spend about twice as much 
time with their mothers as with their fathers, time spent 
with fathers—perhaps because it is a relative rarity—is 
more predictive of adolescents’ social competence and 
feelings of self-worth (Lam, McHale, & Crouter, 2014) 
(see Figure 4.3). 


Family Relationships and 
Adolescent Development 


Thus far, we have looked at the sorts of issues and con- 
cerns faced by most families during the adolescent years. 
We have not discussed how relationships differ from fam- 
ily to family and whether these differences have conse- 
quences for the adolescent. Some parents are stricter 
than others. Some adolescents are given a great deal of 
affection, while others are treated more distantly. In some 
households, decisions are made through open discussion 
and verbal give-and-take; in others, parents lay down the 
rules, and children are expected to follow them. Are some 
styles of parenting more likely to be associated with 
healthy development than others? 

Before we try to answer these questions, several cau- 
tions are in order. Although we tend to see children’s 
behavior as the result of their parents’ behavior, socializa- 
tion is a two-way street (Collins et al., 2000). Just as par- 
ents affect their adolescents’ behavior, adolescents affect 
how their parents behave (Li et al., 2019; Hannigan et al., 


Low impulsivity 


Age 12 aggression 


Accepting parenting 


High impulsivity 


CHAPTER A Families 


2017). Harsh discipline leads to increases in adolescent 
behavior problems, but when adolescents behave badly, 
parents respond by becoming more punitive, overcon- 
trolling, or detached (Mastrotheodorus et al., 2020; Pin- 
quart, 2017; Wang & Kenny, 2014). This interplay between 
parenting and adolescent development is so strong that it 
even contributes to the transmission of parenting styles 
across generations (Deater-Deckard, 2014). Parents who 
punish their children by hitting them may inadvertently 
make their children more aggressive, and when these chil- 
dren grow up and become parents, they may use the same 
sort of physical punishment their parents used on them. 


making the cultural 
connection 


Cultures vary in the extent to which physical punishment 
is used. In some countries, it is illegal for parents to hit 
their children. In others, however, physical punishment is 
common. Do you think that the effect of physical 
punishment on adolescent development would be 
different in countries where it is acceptable than in 
countries where it is outlawed? 


In addition, various types of parenting affect different 
adolescents differently. For example, although adoles- 
cents whose parents are hostile or uninvolved are more 
likely to exhibit antisocial behavior (Milkie, Nomaguchi, 
& Denny, 2015), the link between negative parenting and 
adolescent problem behavior is stronger among teenagers 
who are temperamentally more impulsive; among adoles- 
cents who are more timid, the same sort of parenting 
leads to anxiety and depression (Guyer et al., 2015; Hent- 
ges, Shaw, & Wang, 2018) (see Figure 4.4). Furthermore, 
adolescents who have a greater genetic risk for developing 
problems (by virtue of their family history) are more 
likely to evoke from their parents the sort of behavior that 
has been shown to lead to the development of problems 
(O’Connor et al., 1998). 


Figure 4.4 Impulsive adolescents 
are significantly more likely than their 
nonimpulsive peers to become 
aggressive in responsive to rejecting 
parenting. (Hentges, Shaw, & Wang, 2018) 
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parental responsiveness 
One of the two important 
dimensions of parenting; 
responsiveness refers to the 
degree to which the parent 
responds to the child's needs 
in an accepting, supportive 
manner. 


parental demandingness 
One of two important 
dimensions of parenting; 
demandingness refers to the 
degree to which the parent 
expects and insists on mature, 
responsible behavior from 


the child. 


authoritative parents 
Parents who use warmth, firm 
control, and rational, issue- 
oriented discipline, in which 
emphasis is placed on the 
development of self-direction. 


authoritarian parents 
Parents who use punitive, 
absolute, and forceful 
discipline, and who place a 
premium on obedience and 
conformity. 


indulgent parents 

Parents who are characterized 
by responsiveness but low 
demandingness and who are 
mainly concerned with the 
child's happiness. 
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Parenting Styles and 
Their Effects 


One of the most useful ways to 
characterize parents' behavior 
toward their children derives 
from the work of psychologist 
Diana Baumrind (1978). 
According to her, two aspects of 
the parent’s behavior toward the 
adolescent are critical: parental 
responsiveness and parental 
“demandingness” (Maccoby & 
Martin, 1983). Parental respon- 
siveness is the degree to which 
the parent responds to the child’s 
needs in an accepting, support- 
ive manner. Parental demanding- 
ness is the extent to which the 
parent expects and demands 
mature, responsible behavior. 


Four Styles of Parenting 
Because parental responsiveness 
and demandingness are more or 
less independent of each other— 
that is, it is possible for a parent 
to be demanding without being 
responsive, and vice versa—it is 
possible to look at various com- 
binations of these two dimen- 
sions (see Figure 4.5). 


Figure 4.5 A typological 


conceptualization of 


parenting styles based 
on the dimensions of 


responsiveness and 


demandingness. (Adapted 
from Martin, Bascoe, & Davies, 


2011) 


Low responsiveness 


- Adult-centered, passive, dismissing 

* Poses few demands on the adolescent 
* Poor or little communication 

* Does not monitor or supervise behavior 
* Detached, distant, withdrawn, absent 


Parents who are both responsive and demanding are 
authoritative. Authoritative parents are warm but firm. 
They set standards for the child's conduct but form expec- 
tations consistent with the child's needs and capabilities. 
They value the development of autonomy and self-direction 
but assume the ultimate responsibility for their child's 
behavior. Authoritative parents deal with their child in a 
rational, issue-oriented manner, frequently engaging in dis- 
cussion over matters of discipline. Authoritative parents 
strive to raise a child who is self-reliant, with a strong 
sense of initiative. 

Parents who are very demanding but not responsive 
are authoritarian. Authoritarian parents value obedience 
and conformity. They tend to favor more punitive, abso- 
lute, and forceful discipline. Verbal give-and-take is not 
common because authoritarian parents believe that chil- 
dren should accept their parents' rules and standards 
without question. They don't encourage independent 
behavior and, instead, place a good deal of importance on 
restricting the child's autonomy. Authoritarian parents 
place a premium on compliance. 

A parent who is very responsive but not at all demand- 
ing is indulgent. Indulgent parents behave in an accepting, 
benign, and more passive way in matters of discipline. 
These parents demand very little, giving their children a 
high degree of freedom to act as they wish. Indulgent 
parents believe that control is an infringement on chil- 
dren's freedom that may interfere with healthy develop- 
ment. Instead of actively shaping their child's behavior, 
indulgent parents are more likely to view themselves as 
resources for the child. Indulgent parents are especially 
concerned with raising a happy child. 


High demandingness 


I 

e Child-centered, democratic, flexible 

e Establishes firm behavioral guidelines 

.* Engages adolescent in decision making 

.* Warm, accepting, involved, trusting 

.* Monitoring 

e Supports assertiveness, 
responsiveness, and self-regulation 

.* Encourages psychological autonomy 


High responsiveness 


e Child-centered, indulgent, appeasing 

* No guidelines, nondirective 

e Avoids confrontation, rarely disciplines 
adolescent 

* Warm, accepting, nurturing 

* Overinvolved, blurred roles 

* Few rules or expectations 


Low demandingness 


Parents who are neither demanding nor responsive are 
indifferent. Indifferent parents do whatever is necessary to 
minimize the time and energy they must devote to interact- 
ing with their child. They know little about their child’s 
activities and whereabouts, show little interest in their 
child’s experiences at school or with friends, rarely converse 
with their child, and rarely consider their child’s opinion. 
Rather than raising their child according to a set of beliefs 
about what is good for the child’s development (as do the 
other three parent types), indifferent parents structure their 
home life primarily around their own needs and interests. 


making the personal 
connection 


Where would you place your parents in the four-way 
model of parenting styles? Would your parents agree? 


The Power of Authoritative Parenting Few areas of 
research in the field of adolescent development have 
received as much attention as the link between what par- 
ents do and how adolescents turn out, and the findings of 
this body of work are amazingly consistent (Collins & 
Steinberg, 2006). Young people who have been raised in 
authoritative households are more psychologically mature 
than those who have been raised in authoritarian, indul- 
gent, or indifferent homes. Adolescents raised in authori- 
tative homes are more responsible, self-assured, creative, 
curious, socially skilled, academically successful, and able 
to regulate their emotions and behavior. Adolescents 
raised in authoritarian homes, in contrast, are more 
dependent, more passive, less socially adept, less self- 
assured, and less curious. Adolescents raised in indulgent 
households are less mature, less responsible, and more 
conforming to their peers. Adolescents raised in indiffer- 
ent homes are often impulsive and more likely to be 
involved in delinquent behavior and in precocious experi- 
mentation with sex, drugs, and alcohol. Although it gener- 
ally is not a good thing for parents to disagree about how 
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Adolescents fare better when their parents are warm and firm, 
a style known as authoritative parenting. kali9/Getty Images 
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they raise their teenagers, stud- 
ies show that it is better to have 
at least one authoritative parent 
than two nonauthoritative ones 
who share the same point of 
view (Simons & Conger, 2007; 
Smetana & Ahmad, 2018). 

Parenting that is neglectful, hostile, or abusive has 
harmful effects on adolescents' mental health and devel- 
opment, often leading to anxiety, depression and a variety 
of behavior problems (Mak, Fosco, & Feinberg, 2018; 
Thomas et al., 2018; Weymouth, Fosco, & Feinberg, 
2019). Severe psychological abuse (excessive criticism, 
rejection, or emotional harshness) appears to have the 
most deleterious effects (Dickerson, Milojevich, & Quas, 
2019). Unfortunately, maltreatment is all too common, 
especially among adolescents growing up in poverty, and 
teenagers who have been physically abused or neglected 
are also more likely to be exposed to violence, sexually 
abused, victimized by peers and siblings, and sexually vic- 
timized over the Internet (Fisher et al., 2015; Maas, Bray, 
& Noll, 2018). 

The link between authoritative parenting and healthy 
adolescent development has been found in studies of a 
wide range of ethnicities, social classes, and family struc- 
tures, not only within the United States but all over the 
world, across countries in Africa, Asia, Europe, the Mid- 
dle East, and North and South America. In fact, the evi- 
dence favoring authoritative parenting is so strong that 
some experts have suggested that the question of which 
type of parenting benefits teenagers the most need not be 
studied anymore (see Table 4.1) (Steinberg, 2001). Edu- 
cational programs designed to teach parents how to be 


indifferent parents 

Parents who are characterized 
by low levels of both 
responsiveness and 
demandingness. 


Table 41 The 10 basic principles of good parenting 


Several years ago, after reviewing decades of research 
on parenting and child development, | came to the 
conclusion that we really did know what sort of parenting 
is most likely to help children and adolescents grow up 
in healthy ways. | summarized this evidence in a book 
titled The 10 Basic Principles of Good Parenting. Here's 
what all parents, regardless of their child's age, should 
keep in mind: 

. What you do matters. 

. You cannot be too loving. 

. Be involved in your child's life. 

. Adapt your parenting to fit your child. 

. Establish rules and set limits. 

. Help foster your child's independence. 

. Be consistent. 

. Avoid harsh discipline. 
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. Explain your rules and decisions. 
10. Treat your child with respect. 


(Steinberg, 2005) 
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more responsive and more demanding have been shown 
to foster healthy adolescent development and behavior 
(e.g., Brody et al., 2006; Connell & Dishion, 2008). 


Ethnic Differences in Parenting Practices A num- 
ber of researchers have asked whether parents from differ- 
ent ethnic groups vary in their child rearing and whether 
the relation between parenting styles and adolescent out- 
comes is the same across different ethnic groups. These 
are two different questions (Deater-Deckard et al., 2018). 
The first concerns average differences between groups in 
their approaches to parenting (e.g., whether Asian par- 
ents are stricter than White parents), whereas the second 
concerns the correlation between parenting practices and 
adolescent adjustment in different groups (e.g., whether 
the effect of strictness is the same in Latinx families as it 
is in Black families). 

In general, authoritative parenting is less prevalent 
among Black, Asian, or Latinx families than among White 
families, no doubt because parenting practices are often 
linked to cultural values and beliefs (Qu, Pomerantz, & 
Deng, 2016). Ethnic minority parents are often more 
demanding than White parents (Chao & Otsuki-Clutter, 
2011), sometimes employing an approach exemplified 
(some might say, caricatured) by a type of parent 
described as a "Tiger Mother" (Chua, 2011), an approach 
to parenting that may foster academic achievement but 
that may also increase adolescents' anxiety and distress 
(S. Kim et al., 2015; Luebbe, Tu, & Fredrick, 2018). Some 
ethnic minority families that appear authoritarian actu- 
ally may not be, however. In many Asian and Asian Amer- 
ican families, parents employ a style that might be 
mislabeled as authoritarian when it is actually better 
understood as protective or "strict-affectionate" (Zhang 


Although parenting practices vary across cultures, the ways in 
which adolescents are affected by different types of parenting 
generally do not. Michael DeLeon/Getty Images 


et al, 2017) and that does not have the same negative 
impact as authoritarian parenting. In addition, because 
ethnic minority families are more likely to live in danger- 
ous communities, authoritarian parenting, with its 
emphasis on control, may not be as harmful as it is in safe 
communities and may even offer some benefits (Richman 
& Mandara, 2013; White et al., 2016). 

Nevertheless, even though authoritative parenting is 
less common in ethnic minority families, its effects on 
adolescent adjustment are beneficial in all ethnic groups 
(Li et al., 2019; Simons, Simons, & Su, 2013). In other 
words, ethnic minority youngsters benefit from parenting 
that is responsive and demanding, just as their nonmi- 
nority peers do. 


How Authoritative Parenting Works Why is author- 
itative parenting so consistently associated with healthy 
adolescent development? First, authoritative parents pro- 
vide an appropriate balance between restrictiveness and 
autonomy, giving the adolescent opportunities to develop 
self-control while providing the standards, limits, and 
guidelines that teenagers still need (Li et al., 2019). 
Authoritative parents are more likely to give children 
more independence gradually as they get older, which 
helps children develop self-assurance. Because of this, 
authoritative parenting promotes the development of 
adolescents' competence and enhances their ability to 
withstand a variety of potentially negative influences, 
including stress (Hazel et al., 2014) and exposure to anti- 
social peers (Flamm & Grolnick, 2013; Tilton-Weaver 
et al., 2013). 

Second, because authoritative parents are more likely 
to engage their children in verbal give-and-take, they are 
likely to promote the sort of intellectual development that 
provides an important foundation for the development of 
maturity (Smetana, Crean, & Daddis, 2002). Authorita- 
tive parents are less likely than other parents to assert 
their authority by turning adolescents' personal decisions 
(such as over what type of music they listen to) into moral 
issues (Smetana, 1995). Family discussions in which 
decisions, rules, and expectations are explained help the 
child understand social systems and social relationships. 
This understanding plays an important role in the devel- 
opment of reasoning abilities, perspective taking, moral 
judgment, and empathy (Eisenberg et al., 2009). 

Third, because authoritative parenting is based on a 
warm parent-child relationship, adolescents are more likely 
to identify with, admire, and form strong attachments to 
their parents, which makes them more open to their par- 
ents' influence (Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Li et al., 2019). 
Adolescents who are raised by nonauthoritative parents 
often end up having friends their parents disapprove of, 
including those involved in problem behavior (Knoester, 
Haynie, & Stephens, 2006). And adolescents who are 
forced to spend time with parents they don't get along with 
do not benefit from joint activities (Offer, 2013). 


Finally, the child’s own behavior, temperament, and 
personality shape parenting practices (Lansford et al., 
2018). Children who are responsible, self-directed, curi- 
ous, and self-assured elicit warmth, flexible guidance, and 
verbal give-and-take (Li et al., 2019). Conversely, children 
who are irritable, aggressive, dependent, or immature 
may provoke behavior that is excessively harsh, passive, 
or distant (Harris, Vazsonyi, & Bolland, 2017; Rothen- 
berg et al., 2020). Parents enjoy being around children 
who are responsible, independent, and willing to tell 
them about their activities and whereabouts, and they 
treat them more warmly as a result. 

Although parental monitoring does deter adolescent 
problem behavior (Laird, Marrero, & Sentse, 2010), some 
of what often appears to be effective parental monitoring 
may actually be the end result of a warm parent-adolescent 
relationship in which the adolescent willingly discloses 
information (Dotterer & Day, 2019; Kerr, Stattin, & 
Ozdemir, 2012; Liu, Chen, & Brown, 2020; Wertz et al., 
2016). Indeed, just because parents try to monitor their 
children vigilantly doesn’t guarantee that they will know 
everything their teenagers are up to. Parents are often 
unaware of their adolescents’ online activities, for exam- 
ple (Symons et al., 2017). As it turns out, the combination 
of monitoring and being supportive of the teenager’s 
autonomy is more effective that monitoring alone 
(Rodriguez-Meirinhos et al., 2020). 


Adolescents’ Relationships with Siblings 


Sibling relationships during adolescence have character- 
istics that set them apart both from relationships with 
parents and relationships with friends (Campione-Barr & 
Killoren, 2019). Adolescents rate their sibling relation- 
ships similarly to those with their parents in companion- 
ship and importance, but more like friendships with 
respect to power, assistance, and their satisfaction with 
the relationship. 


Because siblings live in close proximity to each other, they have 
added opportunities for both positive and negative interactions. 
Jen Collins/EyeEm/Getty Images 
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Young adolescents often have emotionally charged 
relationships with siblings that are marked by conflict 
and rivalry but also by nurturance and support (Campione- 
Barr & Killoren, 2019). As children mature from child- 
hood to early adolescence, sibling conflict increases, with 
adolescents reporting more negativity in their sibling rela- 
tionships than in their relationships with peers and less 
effective conflict resolution than with their parents. 
Researchers have pointed to two common sources of sib- 
ling conflict: invasion of the personal (e.g., wearing a sib- 
ling’s favorite sweater without asking permission) and 
disagreements over equity and fairness (e.g., arguing 
about whether a sibling is doing her fair share of chores) 
(Odudu, Williams, & Campione-Barr, 2020). Adolescents 
see aggression toward siblings as more acceptable than 
aggression toward friends, which sometimes leads to 
behavior between siblings that is absolutely ruthless. Con- 
sider this 16-year-old girl’s account of her behavior toward 
her younger sister: 


I'm kind of mean to her just ‘cause she's my sister, you 
know? ... Sometimes I tell her like, “oh just because you 

dont have any friends, that doesnt mean you can come and 
hang out with my friends" because that's something that 
usually gets to her, so you tend to lean towards that, to make 
her go away. .. . One time... she kept on trying to play 
with me and my friend, and we were yelling at her... We 
hurt her a little bit and she started crying. . . . I wish it didnt 
happen. . .. We were really mad at her, and I don't know why, 
and she just really wanted someone to play with. (Recchia, 
Wainryb, & Pasupathi, 2013) 


Over time, adolescents' relationships with siblings, 
and especially with younger siblings, become more egali- 
tarian but also more distant and less emotionally intense 
(Tucker, Updegraff, & Baril, 2010; Whiteman, Solmeyer, 
& McHale, 2015), although patterns of change in sibling 
relationships differ between same-sex and mixed-sex 
dyads. In same-sex dyads, intimacy increases between pre- 
adolescence and middle adolescence, and then declines 
somewhat. In mixed-sex dyads, the pattern is the oppo- 
site: Intimacy drops between preadolescence and mid- 
adolescence, and then increases. In fact, by late adoles- 
cence, brothers and sisters are closer than are same-sex 
siblings, although both types of relationships become 
closer as individuals leave home and mature into young 
adulthood (Whiteman, McHale, & Crouter, 2011). 
Despite these changes, though, there is considerable 
stability in the quality of sibling relationships between 
childhood and adolescence. 


A Network of Relationships The adolescent’s inter- 
personal world is a web of interconnected relationships. 
The quality of the parent-adolescent relationship influ- 
ences the quality of relations among brothers and sisters. 
Harmony and cohesiveness in the parent-adolescent 
relationship are associated with less sibling conflict and 
a more positive sibling relationship (East, 2009). In 
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The scientific study of genetic 
influences on behavior. 


molecular genetics 
The scientific study of the 
structure and function of 
genes. 


alleles 
Different versions of the 
same gene. 
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contrast, adolescents who expe- 
rience maternal rejection and 
negativity are more aggressive 
with siblings. 

By the same token, children 
and adolescents learn much 
about social relationships from 
sibling interactions, and they 
bring this knowledge and 
experience to their friendships 
and romantic relationships 


shared environmental 


influences 

Nongenetic influences that 
make individuals living in the 
same family similar to each 
other. 


(Doughty, McHale, & Fein- 
berg, 2015; Harper, Padilla- 
Walker, & Jensen, 2016). In 
poorly functioning families, 
aggressive interchanges between 
unsupervised siblings often pro- 
vide a training ground within which adolescents learn, 
practice, and perfect antisocial and aggressive behavior 
(Criss & Shaw, 2005; Snyder, Bank, & Burraston, 2005). 
The reverse is true as well: The quality of adolescents’ 
relationships with their friends influences how they inter- 
act with their siblings (Kramer & Kowal, 2005). 

The quality of the sibling relationship also affects ado- 
lescents’ psychological well-being (Gallagher et al., 
2018; Whiteman, Solmeyer, & McHale, 2015). Positive 
sibling relationships contribute to adolescents’ academic 
competence, romantic competence, familism, sociability, 
health, autonomy, and self-worth (Rodríguez De Jesús 
et al., 2019; Doughty et al., 2015; Wang, Degol, & 
Amemiya, 2019). Having a close sibling relationship can 
partially ameliorate the negative effects of family stress 
(Waite et al., 2011) and of not having friends in school 
(East, 2009), and siblings can serve as role models as well 
as sources of advice and guidance (Rogers et al., 
2018; Wheeler et al., 2016). 

Of course, siblings can influence the development of 
problems, too (Bank, Burraston, & Snyder, 2004). For 
example, girls with adolescent older sisters are relatively 
more likely to engage in early sexual activity and to 
become pregnant during adolescence (East, Reyes, & 
Horn, 2007). Siblings also influence each other’s drug 
use (Samek et al., 2018), antisocial behavior (Walters, 
2019), risk taking (Rogers et al., 2020), feelings of anxiety 
(Serra Poirer et al., 2017), and thoughts about suicide 
(Tucker & Wiesen-Martin, 2015). 


Genetic Influences on Adolescent 
Development 


So far, we have discussed the ways in which interactions 
between parents and teenagers and between teenagers 
and their siblings shape adolescent development. But this 
is not the only way in which adolescents are affected 
by their families. Another way the family influences 


adolescent development is transmitted through the genes 
they inherit from their parents. Recent advances in the 
study of behavioral genetics have provided new insights 
into this issue, as well as a host of others concerning the 
joint impact of genes and the environment on 
development. 

Researchers examine genetic influences in three main 
ways: (1) studying adolescents who are twins, to see 
whether identical twins are more similar than fraternal 
twins (e.g., Dick, Adkins, & Kuo, 2016); (2) studying ado- 
lescents who have been adopted, to see whether adopted 
adolescents are more like their biological parents than 
like their adoptive parents (e.g., Beaver et al., 2015); and 
(3) studying adolescents and their siblings in stepfami- 
lies, to see whether similarity between siblings varies with 
their biological relatedness (e.g., Neiderhiser et al., 2004). 
In addition to examining whether and how much given 
traits are genetically versus environmentally determined, 
researchers also ask how these two sets of factors interact 
(e.g., whether the same environment affects people with 
different genetic makeups in different ways or whether 
people with different genetic makeups evoke different 
reactions from others) (Collins et al., 2000). 

In recent years, advances in molecular genetics have 
enabled scientists to identify specific genes (or, more 
accurately, different versions of a particular gene) that are 
associated with particular traits. Genetic markers for a 
wide range of traits and behavioral propensities such as 
aggression, depression, impulsivity, and sensation seeking, 
for instance, have been found. Different forms of the same 
gene, called alleles, arise because of genetic mutations 
and may guide development in different directions. 

For instance, two genes determine the color of your 
eyes, but each gene has different versions, and your eye 
color is dependent on which combination of alleles you 
inherit from your parents. This applies to psychological 
development as well. There are different versions of a 
gene that influences a person’s vulnerability to depres- 
sion, one that is short and one that is long. We all inherit 
two of these genes (one from each parent). Whereas hav- 
ing the short version makes depression more likely, hav- 
ing the long one makes it less so (having one short and 
one long version puts someone at moderate risk). In the 
face of the same level of stress, individuals with two short 
alleles are much more likely to develop depression than 
those with two long versions (Caspi et al., 2003). 


Genetic and Environmental Influences 
on Adolescent Development 


In studies of genetic and environmental influences on 
adolescent development, researchers distinguish between 
two types of environmental influences. Shared environ- 
mental influences are factors in the environment that indi- 
viduals, such as siblings, have in common and that make 


the individuals similar in personality and behavior. 
Nonshared environmental influences are factors in the 
environments of individuals that are not similar and that, 
as a consequence, make the them different from one 
another (Turkheimer & Waldron, 2000). 

Both genetic and nonshared environmental influ- 
ences, such as differential parental treatment, peer rela- 
tions, and school experiences, are particularly strong in 
adolescence. In contrast, shared environmental factors, 
such as family socioeconomic status or the neighborhood 
in which two siblings live, are less influential (McGue, 
Sharma, & Benson, 1996; Pike et al., 1996). In studies of 
siblings, nonshared environmental influences can include 
factors within the family as well as outside of it. For exam- 
ple, if two siblings are treated very differently by their 
parents, this would be considered a nonshared environ- 
mental influence. This sort of nonshared environment— 
that is, the nonshared environment that results from 
people having different experiences within what would 
appear to be the same context—seems to be the most 
important (Turkheimer & Waldron, 2000). 

Genetic factors strongly influence many qualities that 
previously had been assumed to be shaped mainly by the 
environment. Aggressive behavior is highly driven by 
genetics, although shared and nonshared environmental 
influences on adolescents’ antisocial behavior, including 
aggression, also have been found (Burt et al., 2007; 
Laursen et al., 2017; Vitaro et al., 2015). Genetic factors 
also have been linked to various emotional and behav- 
ioral problems, such as risk for suicide and depression 
(Jacobson & Rowe, 1999) and alcohol dependence 
(Dick, 2011). Research also has found strong genetic 
influences on adolescent competence, self-image, and 
selfconceptions (McGuire et al., 1999). 

Intelligence in adolescence (as indexed by IQ) is also 
under strong genetic control, with genetic influences 
compounding over time and ultimately becoming more 
influential than the quality of the family environment 
(Briley & Tucker-Drob, 2013; Tucker-Drob, Briley, & 
Harden, 2013). Over time, genetic control over the matu- 
ration of brain regions associated with complex reasoning 
also increases (Lenroot & Giedd, 2008). Genetic influ- 
ences on school performance, in contrast to intelligence, 
are more modest (Loehlin, Neiderhiser, & Reiss, 2005). 

Many studies have shown that adolescents with the 
same genetic predispositions (such as genes associated 
with risk for depression) develop differently if they grow 
up in different environments (e.g., Li, Berk, & Lee, 2013). 
For instance, genetic influences on antisocial behavior are 
stronger among adolescents who have delinquent peers 
(Vitaro et al., 2015) and weaker among those who do well 
in school (Johnson, McGue, & Iacono, 2009). Genetic 
influences on intelligence are stronger in families with 
highly educated parents because the influence of genes 
on intelligence is stronger in environments that provide 
more learning opportunities, allowing children to benefit 
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from their genetic advantages 
(Tucker-Drob & Harden, 2012). 
In other words, genes may 
shape tendencies, but whether 
these tendencies are actualized | them different from people 
often depends on the environ- | ‘ey lve with. 

ment. The inverse is also true. 
People who are exposed to 
the same environment may be 
affected differently as a conse- 
quence of their genes. 


nonshared environmental 
influences 

The nongenetic influences in 
individuals’ lives that make 


diathesis-stress model 


disorder that posits that 
problems are the result of an 
interaction between a 
preexisting condition (the 
diathesis) and exposure to 


Differential Susceptibility stress in the environment. 
to the Environment Psy- 

chologists have long been inter- 

ested in whether some individuals are more prone to 
develop problems because they have inherited a vulnera- 
bility to particular disorders. This vulnerability, called a 
diathesis, makes some people more likely to develop 
depression, for example, in the face of stress than others 
who face the same stressors but do not develop the disor- 
der. (A diathesis doesn’t have to be genetic, but in many 
instances, it is.) In positive environments, neither individ- 
ual will become depressed. But in negative ones, the per- 
son who has the diathesis toward depression will be more 
likely to be harmed by the stress, whereas the one without 
the diathesis will not (see Figure 4.6 on page 110). 

This diathesis-stress model is how most experts under- 
stand depression: the product of an interaction between a 
predisposition (the diathesis) and an environmental trig- 
ger (the stress). Although this view has been most com- 
monly used to explain the development of depression, the 
model can be applied to any psychological disorder that 
is the product of the interplay between a cause that is 
inside the individual, such as a genetic tendency, and a 
cause that is in the environment, such as an acute stressor. 

Inherited tendencies to develop particular disorders is 
the reason that all sorts of mental illnesses run in fami- 
lies. This does not mean that every adolescent with an 
alcoholic parent is destined to develop alcoholism or 
that every adolescent with a depressed parent is doomed 
to develop depression, but it does mean that individuals 
whose parents suffer from a psychological disorder are 
more likely to develop it than individuals whose parents 
do not. 

Not all people with a genetic tendency toward a partic- 
ular problem develop the disorder, though, because most 
disorders are the product of an interaction between 
genetic and environmental factors. Someone who has 
inherited a diathesis toward substance abuse or depres- 
sion but who grows up in a positive, protective environ- 
ment is far less likely to develop behavioral problems such 
as substance abuse or delinquency than someone who 
has the same diathesis but grows up under highly stressful 
circumstances (Rioux et al., 2016) or with unsupportive 
parents (Chhangur et al., 2015; Little et al., 2019). 


A perspective on psychological 
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differential susceptibility 
theory 

The idea that the same genetic 
tendencies that make an 
individual especially 
susceptible to develop 
problems when exposed to 
adverse environmental 
influences also make him or 
her especially likely to thrive 
when exposed to positive 
environmental influences. 
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Figure 4.6 The diathesis-stress model and the differential susceptibility theory. (Belsky & Pluess, 2009) 


Similar findings have been reported in studies of environ- 
mental influences on various types of psychopathology 
(Guyer, 2020). 

Until recently, psychologists had not asked whether 
the same logic holds for positive as well as problematic 
development. Are some people genetically inclined to 
benefit from positive influences in their environment? 
Yes, they are. Two adolescents can be exposed to equally 
advantageous environments—homes with authoritative 
parents, for example—but may not be equally affected by 
this influence because one has inherited a stronger ten- 
dency than the other to profit from exposure to positive 
parenting. 

Even more important, according to differential suscep- 
tibility theory (Belsky & Pluess, 2009), is that the very 
same genetic factors that make some people more suscep- 
tible to stress and other toxic environmental influences 
also make them more easily influenced by positive con- 
texts (see Figure 4.6). This differential susceptibility has 
been found to affect the extent to which adolescents profit 
from authoritative parenting (Janssens et al., 2017; Rioux 
et al., 2016; Stocker et al., 2017), benefit from affiliating 
with positive peers (Trucco et al., 2016), or suffer as a 
result of peer rejection (Janssens et al., 2015) or negative 
parenting (Deane et al., 2020; Tung et al., 2019). Differen- 
tial susceptibility also predicts which adolescents are more 
likely to benefit from interventions, such as programs 
designed to deter drug use 
(Brody, Yu, & Beach, 2015). 

In other words, although 
some periods of development, 
such as adolescence, are times 
of heightened plasticity, or mal- 
leability, even among people of 
the same age, some are geneti- 
cally more malleable than oth- 
ers. As a consequence, some 
people are “dandelions” (which 
grow pretty much the same way 


in any environment), but others are “orchids” (which 
thrive under good conditions but languish under bad 
ones) (Boyce, 2019). Researchers have now begun to 
identify the specific genetic factors that make some peo- 
ple more susceptible to the environment than others, and 
studies have found that the more of these factors one has, 
the more susceptible he or she is likely to be (Belsky & 
Pleuss, 2013). 


Why Are Siblings Often So Different? 


If the family is an important influence on development, 
how can we explain the fact that siblings who grow up in 
the same family often turn out to be very different from 
one another? One answer is that, unless they are identical 
twins, two siblings may have inherited different genes from 
their parents, at least with respect to some traits. If a green- 
eyed mother and a brown-eyed father have children, it is 
entirely possible that some of them will have green eyes 
and others will have brown eyes. The same sort of pattern 
holds true for personality traits as well as physical ones. 

A less obvious answer is that siblings actually may have 
very different family experiences. Even though we may 
assume that children growing up in the same family have 
shared the same environment, this is not necessarily the 
case. This can be because they have been treated differ- 
ently by their parents, they perceive similar experiences in 
different ways, or they grew up in the same household at 
different times in the family’s life (Darling & Tilton-Weaver, 
2019; B. J. Ellis et al., 2012). One brother may describe his 
family as close-knit, while another may have experienced it 
as distant. One girl may describe her family life as plagued 
with argument and conflict, while her sister describes it as 
peaceful and agreeable. One child may have grown up 
during a financially secure phase in the family’s life, 
whereas the family’s finances may have been precarious 
during a sibling’s formative years. 

As you might expect, unequal treatment from mothers 
or fathers often creates conflict among siblings and is 


linked to a variety of problems, such as depression, anti- 
social behavior, and early pregnancy, especially among 
adolescents who are prone to comparing themselves with 
their brothers or sisters (Jensen & McHale, 2017; Jensen, 
Pond, & Padilla-Walker, 2015). Studies also show that dif- 
ferences in siblings’ real and perceived family experiences 
are related to different patterns of development (Turney 
& Halpern-Meekin, 2020). Better-adjusted adolescents 
are more likely than their siblings to report that they had 
close relationships with their parents, that their relations 
with brothers or sisters were friendly, that they were 
involved in family decision making, and that they were 
given a high level of responsibility around the house (Sha- 
nahan et al., 2008). As they get older, adolescents appre- 
ciate the reasons for parents treating siblings differently. 
Sibling relationships are strained only when this differen- 
tial treatment is perceived as unfair (Feinberg et al., 2000; 
Kowal & Kramer, 1997). 

Treating siblings differently may actually be a good 
thing for parents to do, so long as each sibling is treated 
well. When siblings are treated differently by their par- 
ents, they get along better—presumably because this dif- 
ferential treatment makes them feel unique and lessens 
sibling rivalry (Feinberg et al., 2003). Perhaps you have a 
brother or sister whom you resemble more than you'd 
like—so much, in fact, that you’ve had a hard time estab- 
lishing your own personality. When siblings feel this way, 
they often deliberately try to be different from each other. 
An adolescent whose brother or sister is a star athlete, for 
instance, may shun sports and focus on cultivating other 
types of talents, perhaps in academics or in the arts, in 
order to diminish feelings of competition. Similarly, 
although having an older sibling who is academically suc- 
cessful seems to promote younger adolescents’ achieve- 
ment, too much academic support from an older sibling 
may actually undermine a younger adolescent’s success in 
school (Bouchey et al., 2010). 

In addition to having different experiences inside the 
family, siblings also may have very different experiences 
outside the family—at school, with friends, in the neighbor- 
hood. These contexts provide yet another source of non- 
shared environmental influence. Because factors other 
than the family environment shape adolescent develop- 
ment and behavior, siblings may turn out very different 
if they have divergent experiences outside the home. 


The Adolescent’s Family 
in a Changing Society 


In America and in many other industrialized countries, the 
family has undergone a series of profound changes during 
the past half century that have diversified its form and, as a 
result, adolescents’ daily experiences (Pearce et al., 2018). 
High rates of divorce, cohabitation, and childbearing out- 
side of marriage, as well as a changing international 
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economy, have dramatically 
altered the world in which chil- 
dren and adolescents grow up. 
Although some of the most 
striking trends in family life slowed during the early 1990s, 
many did not reverse. The proportion of single-parent fam- 
ilies, which increased during the 1970s and 1980s, stabi- 
lized at their historically high levels in the mid-1990s and 
has changed relatively little since then. 


sibling rivalry 


often for parental attention. 


Divorce The U.S. divorce rate increased markedly 
beginning in the 1960s, rising steadily, and at times rap- 
idly, until around 1980, when it peaked (Wolfers, 2014). 
This rate declined during the 1990s and by all accounts 
has continued declining, although it is difficult to com- 
pare today’s statistics with those from past eras because 
the marriage rate also has declined and more couples are 
cohabiting (and when they split up, it is not recorded as a 
divorce). But based on the best data available, it appears 
that around one-third of people who married during the 
2000s will have divorced within 20 years (Miller, 2014). 
More striking, perhaps, is that divorce has become far 
less common among college graduates than nongradu- 
ates; among today’s college graduates, divorce is actually 
quite uncommon (Hurley, 2005). Because most divorces 
occur early in a marriage, adolescents are less likely than 
children to actually experience their parents’ divorce at 
the time it is occurring. 


Single Parenthood In addition to adolescents who 
live in a single-parent household as a consequence of 
their parents’ divorce, a sizable percentage of youngsters 
will spend time in a single-parent household from birth; 
indeed, today, 60% of all children are born outside of 


One reason adolescents with divorced parents are more likely 
to have problems than their peers is that divorce often exposes 
children to marital conflict, which adversely affects their mental 
health. Prasit photo/Getty Images 
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Figure 4.7 Differences in the household composition of children and adolescents from different ethnic groups. 


(U.S. Census Bureau, 2020) 


marriage (Cherlin, Ribar, & Yasutake, 2016). Keep in 
mind, though, that a substantial number of adolescents 
who are classified as living in single-parent households 
actually live with more than one adult, often with the 
unmarried partner of the child's parent (Fields, 2003). 
When youngsters live with only one of their biological 
parents, either in single-parent or in two-parent house- 
holds, it is usually with the mother; only about 15% of 
children who live with one parent live with their father 
(Pearce et al., 2018). 

There are important racial and ethnic differences in 
these patterns of family life. Whereas 86% of all Asian 
children, 78% of all White children, and 68% of all Lat- 
inx children live with two parents, only 38% of Black 
children do (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020) (see Figure 4.7). 
Black youngsters are far more likely to be born outside 
of marriage and to experience parental divorce, but they 
are far less likely to experience their parents’ remar- 
riage. As a consequence, Black adolescents spend lon- 
ger periods of time in single-parent households than do 
other teenagers. 


Remarriage Because two-thirds of divorced men and 
half of divorced women remarry (Livingston, 2014), the 
majority of youngsters whose parents separate also live 
in a stepfamily at some time. And, because the divorce 
rate is higher for second marriages than for first ones, 
the majority of youth whose parents remarry will experi- 
ence a second divorce. If these changes in family relation- 
ships lead to frequent changes in living arrangements, 
this may cause problems, too; adolescents are adversely 
affected by having to move frequently (Anderson & 
Leventhal, 2017). 


Poverty Approximately 20% of all adolescents in the 
United States grow up in abject poverty, and an additional 
20% grow up in low-income families (Jiang, Granja, & 


Koball, 2017) (see Figure 4.8). Perhaps more important, 
the gap between the very poor and the very wealthy is at 
an all-time high (White, 2014). Poverty is much more 
likely to touch the lives of nonwhite adolescents; approxi- 
mately 32% of Black, 27% of Latinx, and 27% of Native 
American children grow up in poverty (Jiang, Granja, & 
Koball, 2017). One reason for the large disparity in pov- 
erty rates between White and nonwhite children is the 
racial disparity in rates of single parenthood: Because 
nonwhite children are more likely to be raised in single- 
parent homes, they are more likely to be poor. 

Before we turn to a discussion of how adolescents are 
affected by factors such as single parenthood or poverty, 
an important caution is in order. Because the conditions 
under which divorce, single parenthood, and remarriage 
take place vary tremendously from family to family, it is 
hard to generalize about their effects. (In contrast, it is 
relatively easy to generalize about the effects of poverty 
on adolescents, which are almost always negative.) For 
some young people, divorce may bring a welcome end to 
family conflict and tension; for others, it may be extremely 
disruptive. Some young people living with only their 
mother actually see their father more often than do their 
peers who live in homes where the father ostensibly is 
present (Hawkins, Amato, & King, 2006). 

It is also the case that broad categories of family struc- 
tures (e.g., "intact," "single-parent," etc.) often combine 
types of households that are very different in other 
respects (Pearce et al., 2018). Adolescents whose biologi- 
cal parents are cohabiting have a rate of antisocial behav- 
ior that is 40% higher than those whose biological parents 
are married and a rate of antisocial behavior that is about 
the same as adolescents who live in households with a 
biological mother and no other adult. Similarly, adoles- 
cents from "intact" families who live with both biological 
parents in families where one or both of the parents has a 
child from a prior marriage generally have a fairly high 
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Figure 4.8 In the United States, 
there are substantial racial and 
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rate of problems, despite their living with both biological 
parents (Halpern-Meekin & Tach, 2008). 

Finally, hundreds of studies—perhaps even thousands— 
have shown that the same parenting practices that have 
been shown to be associated with healthy adolescent 
adjustment are effective across all family types (Buehler, 
2020; King, Boyd, & Pragg, 2018). Just as authoritative 
parenting benefits teenagers in households with two bio- 
logical parents, it benefits adolescents in single-parent 
homes and stepfamilies. Regardless of family structure, 
teenagers fare better when they have warm, supportive, 
and involved parents, and they fare worse when their par- 
ents are aloof, harsh, or uninvolved. In other words, vari- 
ations within different family structures are more 
important than the differences among them. This is read- 
ily apparent when we look at how adolescents are affected 
by parental divorce. 


Adolescents and Divorce 


At one time, research on adolescents and divorce would 
likely have started with the assumption that living with 
one parent was not as good as living with two and that 
children whose parents divorced would be at a disadvan- 
tage relative to those whose parents remained married. 
Over time, researchers' ideas about divorce have changed 
dramatically, as new and better studies have challenged, 
clarified, and tempered the conclusions of past research. 
While most social scientists still agree that adolescents 
from divorced homes have more difficulties than those 


Native 
American 


Other 


from nondivorced homes, the explanation for this finding 
is far more complicated than the conventional wisdom 
that “Two parents are better than one” or “All children 
need a mother and a father." Five sets of findings have 
questioned these simple assertions. 


The Effect of Divorce Is Small in Magnitude First, 
although divorce clearly diminishes youngsters’ well- 
being, the impact of divorce itself is small (Amato & 
Anthony, 2014). Although there are differences between 
children from divorced and nondivorced homes in school 
achievement, behavior problems, psychosocial adjust- 
ment, and family relations—all favoring individuals from 
nondivorced homes-the differences are seldom substan- 
tial. In general, the effects of divorce tend to be stronger 
among school-aged individuals than preschoolers or col- 
lege students. 


Quality Matters Second, the quality of the relation- 
ships the young person has with the important adults in 
her or his life matters more than the number of parents 
present in the home (Arnold et al., 2017). Adolescents 
from stepfamilies have as many, if not more, problems 
than those from single-parent households, even though 
adolescents in stepfamilies live with two parents. In addi- 
tion, youngsters from single-parent families that have not 
experienced divorce (e.g., youngsters who have lost a par- 
ent through death or youngsters with a single mother who 
never married) have fewer difficulties than their counter- 
parts from divorced or remarried homes (Demo & Acock, 
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1996). Finally, adolescents in two-parent homes do not 
always have warm and close relationships with their 
parents. Indeed, adolescents living in father-absent 
homes have fewer problems than adolescents who live 
in two-parent homes with harsh or punitive fathers 
(Simmons et al., 2018). 


Adaptation to Divorce Third, it is the process of 
going through a divorce, not the resulting family struc- 
ture, that matters most for adolescents’ mental health. 
The period of greatest difficulty for most adolescents is 
right around the time of the divorce (Jeynes, 2001). 
Although many young people show signs of difficulty 
immediately after their parents split up—problems in 
school, behavior problems, and increased anxiety—2 years 
later, the majority have adjusted to the change and behave 
comparably to teens whose biological parents have 
remained married (Hetherington, Bridges, & Insabella, 
1998). Although adolescents whose parents have divorced 
have more problems than those whose parents remain 
married, the vast majority of individuals with divorced 
parents do not have significant problems. 


Conflict and Stress Fourth, research has linked the 
adverse consequences of divorce to a number of factors 
not specifically due to having a single parent (Crosnoe & 
Cavanaugh, 2010). These include the exposure of the chil- 
dren to marital conflict (Amato & Cheadle, 2008), disor- 
ganized or disrupted parenting (Linver, Brooks-Gunn, & 
Kohen, 2002), and increased stress in the household 
(Daryanani et al, 2017), often due to loss of income 
(Pong & Ju, 2000). Adolescents living in two-parent fam- 
ilies in which no divorce has occurred are also harmed by 
marital conflict, suboptimal parenting (especially parent- 
ing that is too lenient, too harsh, or inconsistent), and 
economic stress. In other words, the adverse, and usually 
temporary, effects of divorce or remarriage on adolescent 
well-being usually reflect the heightened conflict, disorga- 
nization, and stress surrounding the event, not the divorce 
or remarriage per se. The most important pathway 
through which divorce may adversely affect adolescent 
adjustment is via its disruptive impact on parenting 
(Daryanani et al., 2016; Markowitz & Ryan, 2016). 


Genetic Influences Finally, although some of the 
apparent effects of parental divorce are the result of expo- 
sure to such stressors as marital conflict or disorganized 
parenting (S. A. Burt et al., 2008), genetic differences 
between adolescents whose parents have divorced and 
those whose parents have not may account for part of 
this. Adults who divorce are different from those who do 
not with respect to many traits that have strong genetic 
origins—such as predispositions to different sorts of emo- 
tional and behavioral problems, such as depression or 
substance abuse—and these traits are passed on from par- 
ents to children (D'Onofrio et al., 2006). One reason that 


adolescents from divorced homes have more problems 
than their peers is that they have inherited from their 
divorced parents some of the same traits that may have 
influenced their parents' decision to get divorced in the 
first place (O'Connor et al., 2000). 


Individual Differences in the Effects of Divorce 
There are differences among children in how vulnerable 
they are to the short-term effects of divorce. In general, 
immediate problems are relatively more common among 
boys, younger children, children with difficult tempera- 
ments, children who do not have supportive relationships 
with adults outside the family, and youngsters whose par- 
ents divorce during the transition into adolescence (Saxbe 
et al., 2012). Because early adolescence is a time during 
which individuals seem to be especially sensitive to stress, 
parental divorce at this time may have a relatively stron- 
ger impact (Ivanova, Mills, & Veenstra, 2011). 

Social support from others may be an especially 
important resource for inner-city children growing up in 
single-parent homes (Pallock & Lamborn, 2006). Sup- 
port from kin appears to increase single parents' effective- 
ness in child rearing, and this, in turn, tends to limit 
adolescents’ misbehavior. Studies of Black youngsters 
have found that children growing up in home environ- 
ments that include a grandparent as well as a parent fare 
significantly better than those growing up in single-parent 
homes or in stepfamilies. 

These studies, as well as others, remind us that rela- 
tives other than parents may play an extremely important 
role in adolescents' lives (Henderson et al., 2009; Rich- 
ardson, 2009), especially within ethnic groups that histor- 
ically have placed a great deal of importance on 
maintaining close ties to extended family members. This 
helps explain why the impact of divorce on adolescent 
adjustment is weaker among Black adolescents than 
among adolescents from other backgrounds (Heard, 
2007; Kowaleski-Jones & Dunifon, 2006), although hav- 
ing excessively demanding extended family members can 
sometimes be a source of stress (Taylor, 2016). 


The Specific Impact of Marital Conflict 


Although divorce is generally associated with short-term 
difficulties for the adolescent, at least some of the differ- 
ences between adolescents from divorced versus nondi- 
vorced homes were present before the parents divorced 
(Sun, 2001). One explanation for this is that children in 
the households that later divorced were exposed to higher 
levels of marital unhappiness and conflict, as well as 
strained parent-child relationships, both of which are 
known to disrupt parenting and increase children's diffi- 
culties (Amato & Booth, 1996). Children's maladjust- 
ment, in turn, adversely affects the quality of their parents’ 
marriage, creating a vicious cycle (Cui, Donnellan, & 
Conger, 2007). 


Hostile 
marital 
conflict 


Figure 4.9 Hostile marital conflict makes adolescents 
feel insecure, which leads to behavior problems. (Based 
on Davies et al., 2016) 


The recognition that exposure to marital conflict, 
apart from and in addition to divorce itself, has harmful 
effects on children's development has prompted many 
researchers to study how the quality of the adolescent's 
parents’ marriage affects teenagers’ mental health and 
behavior (Hou, Kim, & Wang, 2016; Davies et al., 
2020a). Several conclusions have emerged from this 
research. 

First, children are more adversely affected by marital 
conflict when they are aware of it than when it is hidden 
from them. Marital conflict is particularly harmful to 
children when it is especially hostile, physically violent, 
or frightening (Lucas-Thompson, Lunkenheimer, & 
Granger, 2017). Exposure to overt marital conflict and 
domestic violence has been linked to a wide range of ado- 
lescent problems, including depression, aggression, pre- 
cocious sex, and dropping out of school (Adhia et al., 
2019; Davies et al., 2020b; Wadman, Hiller, & St. Clair, 
2020). 

Second, children are more negatively affected when 
the marital conflict leads to feelings of insecurity or self- 
blame (Davies et al., 2016) (see Figure 4.9). Adolescents 
who blame themselves for their parents' conflict, whose 
feelings of security are challenged, or who are drawn into 
their parents' arguments are more likely to feel anxious, 
depressed, and distressed (Cheung et al., 2016; Cummings, 
Koss, & Davies, 2015). 

Finally, marital conflict more adversely affects the 
adolescent when the conflict disrupts the quality of the 
parent-child relationship (Amato & Sobolewski, 2001). 
Adolescents are directly affected by exposure to their par- 
ents' conflict, to be sure, but several studies have found as 
well that tension between spouses spills over into the 
parent-child relationship, increasing family conflict and 
making parents more irritable and less effective (Cui & 
Conger, 2008; Rothenberg, Hussong, & Chassin, 2017). 
As you read earlier, adolescents who perceive their par- 
ents as hostile or uncaring are more likely to report a 
wide range of emotional and behavioral problems than 
are their peers. 
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The Longer-Term Effects of Divorce 


Individuals whose parents divorce during preadolescence 
and adolescence often demonstrate adjustment difficul- 
ties later, even after 2 or 3 years. Some research indicates 
that individuals whose parents divorced during childhood 
or adolescence continue to have adjustment problems well 
into their 30s (Cherlin, Chase-Lansdale, & McRae, 1998). 
These effects do not appear to be ameliorated by parental 
remarriage; adolescents from stepfamilies score similarly, 
or worse, on measures of longer-term adjustment, as do 
adolescents from single-parent, divorced homes. 


Sleeper Effects To what can we attribute these 
"sleeper" effects—effects of divorce that may not be appar- 
ent until much later in the child's development? Two pos- 
sible explanations come to mind. The first is that the ways 
in which adjustment difficulties might be expressed may 
not surface until adolescence. For example, social scien- 
tists believe that increased drug use and higher rates of 
early pregnancy are consequences of the lower level of 
parental monitoring in divorced homes (Moore & 
Chase-Lansdale, 2001). But because younger children are 
unlikely to use drugs or be sexually active, no matter what 
their parents' marital status is, the effect of the poor mon- 
itoring is not seen until adolescence, when individuals 
might begin using drugs and having sex. 

A second explanation concerns the particular develop- 
mental challenges of adolescence. Adolescence is a time 
when individuals first begin experimenting with intimate 
sexual relationships. If having one's parents divorce or 
being exposed to marital conflict affects one's concep- 
tions of relationships or views of romantic commitment 
and marriage (Shulman et al., 2012; Willoughby et al., 
2020), it makes sense that some of the effects of early 
parental divorce will not be manifested until the adoles- 
cent begins dating and gets seriously involved in romantic 
relationships (Donahue et al., 2010). 


Custody, Contact, and Conflict 
Following Divorce 


After a divorce, do adolescents fare better or worse in 
different kinds of living arrangements? Does contact with 
the nonresidential parent contribute to the adolescent's 
well-being? 

The nature of the relationship between the adolescent's 
divorced parents, and not which one he or she lives with, 
is the key factor (Booth, Scott, & King, 2010). In the years 
immediately following a divorce, children may fare a bit 
better in the custody of the parent of the same sex, but 
these effects don't last very long; over time, both male and 
female adolescents fare equally well either in dual custody 
or in sole custody (Buchanan, Maccoby, and Dornbusch, 
1996), a finding that has been replicated in research on 
lesbian couples who have separated (Gartrell et al., 2011). 
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More important, especially for adolescents who have dual 
residences, are two factors: whether the ex-spouses con- 
tinue to fight and place the child between them, and 
whether the adolescent’s discipline is consistent across 
the two households. Adolescents whose parents have a 
congenial, cooperative relationship and who receive con- 
sistent and appropriate discipline from both homes report 
less emotional difficulty and fewer behavioral problems 
(Buchanan, Maccoby, & Dornbusch, 1996). 

Adolescents whose parents have divorced also vary in the 
extent to which they have contact with the parent they no 
longer live with, typically their father. Contact between ado- 
lescents and their father following a divorce usually dimin- 
ishes very quickly after the father moves out and continues 
to decline over time, especially among men who remarry or 
enter into a new romantic relationship (Stephens, 1996). 
Generally speaking, after their parents have divorced, adoles- 
cents who have regular contact with their father have fewer 
problems (Elam, Sandler et al., 2016; Gold, Edin, & Nelson, 
2020), although not all studies have reached this conclusion; 
some have concluded that it is healthy adolescent function- 
ing that influences fathers’ involvement, rather than the 
reverse (Hawkins, Amato, & King, 2006). 

More important than the father’s involvement is the 
level of conflict between the divorced parents and the 
nature of the adolescent’s relationship with the father 
before and after the divorce (Karre & Mounts, 2012). Ado- 
lescents benefit from contact with their nonresidential par- 
ent when conflict between their parents is minimal but 
suffer from such contact when parental conflict is intense 
(Elam, Sandler et al., 2016). Similarly, adolescents benefit 
when they have frequent contact with a nonresidential par- 
ent with whom they had a close relationship when their 
parents were married but suffer from contact with one with 
whom they didn’t get along prior to the divorce. One con- 
sistent finding, though, is that financial support from 
fathers is associated with less problem behavior and higher 
academic achievement (Menning, 2002). 


Remarriage 


Adolescents growing up in stepfamilies—especially if the 
remarriage occurred during early adolescence rather than 
childhood—often have more problems than their peers, a 
finding that holds regardless of whether the stepparents 
are legally married or cohabiting (Harcourt et al., 2015; 
Steele et al., 2020). Youngsters growing up in single- 
parent homes are more likely than those in intact homes 
to be involved in delinquent activity, but adolescents in 
stepfamilies are even more at risk for this sort of problem 
behavior than are adolescents in single-parent families. 
This results, in part, because they are exposed to a “double 
dose" of marital conflict-normal, everyday conflict 
between the parent and stepparent and additional conflict 
between ex-spouses (Hanson, McLanahan, & Thomson, 
1996)—and because they are exposed to a new set of 


potentially difficult issues that arise from the blending of 
children from two different marriages, such as parents 
having different opinions about to how to raise children 
(Hetherington, Henderson, & Reiss, 1999). 

Like the short-term effects of divorce, the short-term 
effects of remarriage vary among children, although not 
necessarily in the same ways. In general, girls have more 
difficulty in adjusting to remarriage than boys, and older 
children have more difficulty than younger ones (V. Lee 
et al., 1994). One explanation for this is that both boys 
and younger children have more to gain from their moth- 
er's remarriage than do girls or older children, who may 
have become accustomed to having a single mother. Over 
time, gender differences in adjustment to remarriage dis- 
appear, and in remarriages that last more than 5 years, 
the adjustment of male and female children is similar 
(Hetherington, Henderson, & Reiss, 1999). 


Difficulties Adjusting to Parental Remarriage 
Remarriage during the adolescent years is extremely stress- 
ful when families are unable to accommodate the new step- 
parent relationship. Many adolescents find it difficult to 
adjust to a new authority figure moving into the household, 
especially if that person has different ideas about rules and 
discipline, and particularly if the new authority figure is 
not legally married to the child's biological parent (Hether- 
ington, Henderson, & Reiss, 1999). This is especially true 
when the adolescent is already vulnerable, either because 
of previous psychological problems or because of a recent 
divorce or other stressful event. 

By the same token, many stepparents find it difficult 
to join a family and not be accepted immediately by the 
children as the new parent. Stepparents may wonder why 
love is not forthcoming from their stepchildren, who may 
be critical, resistant, and sulky. Although many steppar- 
ents and their adolescent stepchildren establish positive 
relationships, the lack of a biological connection between 
stepparent and stepchild—coupled with the stresses asso- 
ciated with divorce and remarriage—make this relation- 
ship especially vulnerable to problems. Adolescents in 
remarried households fare better when their stepparent 
can establish a consistent, supportive, authoritative style 
of discipline (Hetherington, Henderson, & Reiss, 1999). 

Several studies indicate that children's adjustment 
declines somewhat each time they must cope with a 
change in their family's household composition (Fomby 
& Bosick, 2013; Zito, 2015), in part because parenting 
may become less effective during each family transition 
(Kurdek & Fine, 1993). Adolescents whose family situa- 
tion is unstable are also more likely to be exposed to vio- 
lence (S. E. Cavanagh et al., 2018). Given the fact that the 
benefits of authoritative parenting are just as strong in 
divorced and remarried families as they are in other 
homes, experts believe that clinicians who work with fam- 
ilies that have undergone marital transitions should help 
parents learn and adopt this parenting style. 


One factor that seems to make a big difference in the 
adjustment of children in stepfamilies is the nature of the 
relationship they have with their noncustodial parent—the 
biological parent with whom they no longer live. Children 
fare better when there is consistency in discipline between 
their custodial and noncustodial parents and when they 
have a good relationship with the noncustodial parent, 
especially in the years immediately following the remar- 
riage. Having a close relationship with the noncustodial 
parent does not appear to undermine the relationship 
with the custodial parent (Buchanan, Maccoby, & Dorn- 
busch, 1996), nor does it undermine the relationship 
between the adolescent and the stepparent (Yuan & Ham- 
ilton, 2006). Indeed, adolescents who feel close to both 
their father and stepfather generally have better outcomes 
than those who feel close to one but not the other (Risch, 
Jodl, & Eccles, 2004), although the most consistent pre- 
dictor of adolescents’ mental health is the quality of the 
relationships they have with the parents they live with 
(Amato, King, & Thorsen, 2016). 


Economic Stress and Poverty 


In light of the economic downturn that accompanied the 
COVID-19 pandemic, there has been an upsurge in inter- 
est in the ways in which adolescents’ mental health is 
affected by changes in their family’s financial situation 
and exposure to other sorts of stress. Studies of family 
income loss and adolescent adjustment suggest a number 
of parallels with the research on divorce and remarriage. 


The Effects of Financial Strain Like divorce, income 
loss is associated with disruptions in parenting, which, in 
turn, lead to increases in adolescent difficulties, including 
a diminished sense of mastery, increased emotional 
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distress, academic and interpersonal problems, and delin- 
quency. According to the Family Stress Model 
(Deater-Deckard et al., 2019; Herd, King-Casas, & Kim- 
Spoon, 2020; Simons & Steele, 2020), financial strain 
increases mothers’ and fathers’ feelings of depression and 
anxiety, worsens marriages, and causes conflicts between 
parents and adolescents (Kotchick, Whitsett, & Sher- 
man, 2020; Ponnet et al., 2015; White et al., 2015). These 
consequences, in turn, make parents more irritable, 
which adversely affects the quality of their parenting 
and their teenagers’ psychological development (see 
Figure 4.10). These patterns have been observed in coun- 
tries around the world and have been found in studies of 
other types of stressors that can disrupt family function- 
ing, such as living in a dangerous neighborhood 
(Deater-Deckard et al., 2019; Di Giunta et al., 2020). 

In contrast, parents who are able to maintain a more 
positive outlook through the difficult time are more likely 
to protect their adolescents from the psychological harm 
associated with financial strain (Neppli et al., 2015), and 
adolescents who have stronger self-regulation are better 
able to cope with their family’s difficulties (Taylor, Wida- 
man, & Robins, 2018). Not surprisingly, the family cli- 
mate created by economic strain, often characterized by 
high levels of anger and conflict in multiple relationships, 
puts adolescents at risk for a variety of problems (Bodner 
et al., 2018; Ponnet et al., 2016). 


The Impact of Chronic Poverty Researchers also 
have studied the impact on adolescents of growing up 
amid chronic economic disadvantage (Yoshikawa, Aber, 
& Beardslee, 2012). Persistent poverty, like temporary 
economic strain, undermines parental effectiveness, mak- 
ing mothers and fathers harsher, more depressed, less 
involved, less consistent, and more embroiled in conflict 


Figure 4.10 Economic strain affects adolescent adjustment via several pathways. (Conger et al. 1994) 
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(Camacho-Thompson et al., 2016). These consequences 
all have negative effects on adolescent adjustment, which 
are manifested in increases in anxiety and depression, 
more frequent conduct problems, diminished school per- 
formance, and less prosocial behavior (Carlo, Padilla- 
Walker, & Day, 2011; Lee, Wickrama, & Simons, 2013). 
Poor adolescents are more likely to be exposed to vio- 
lence, to feel more alienated from school, and to be 
exposed to high levels of stress. 

Studies of families living in poverty also tell us what 
parents living in poor neighborhoods can do to help pro- 
tect their children from the adverse consequences of 
growing up in poor inner-city or rural neighborhoods 
(Brody, Stoneman, & Flor, 1996). Families fare better 
when they have adequate sources of social support (Tay- 
lor & Roberts, 1995) and when they have strong ties to 
religious institutions (Brody, Stoneman, & Flor, 1996). 
Two specific sets of family management strategies 
employed by parents in poor neighborhoods seem to 
work: those that attempt to strengthen the adolescent’s 
competence through effective child rearing within the 
home environment or through involving the child in pos- 
itive activities outside the home, and those that attempt 
to minimize the child’s exposure to dangers in the neigh- 
borhood (Crosnoe, Mistry, & Elder, 2002). Although 
adolescents in poor neighborhoods benefit from consis- 
tent parental monitoring—perhaps even from monitoring 
that is more vigilant than that used by families in more 
advantaged communities—they do not thrive when their 
parents exercise excessive control (Rekker et al., 2017). 


Homeless Adolescents According to the National 
Runaway Safeline (2018), in the United States on any 
given night, 1.3 million adolescents are living on the 
streets, often in abandoned buildings and frequently with 
strangers. Many runaway youth eventually return home, 
but a very large number do not. Teenagers are more likely 
to be homeless than any other age group. 

Many teenagers become homeless because their fami- 
lies fall into financial ruin (due to unemployment, paren- 
tal mental illness, or as a consequence of domestic 
violence) and lose their home. Other homeless adoles- 
cents have run away in order to escape family problems, 
including physical, emotional, and sexual abuse. And 
many teenagers became homeless after being released 
from foster care or incarceration without any provision 
for their postrelease living arrangements. Moving to a 
shelter is often not a possibility because many shelters do 
not accept unaccompanied teenagers (National Confer- 
ence of State Legislatures, 2016). 

Studies find that the population of runaway youth is 
75% female (including many pregnant adolescents), most 
often between the ages of 12 and 17, and includes a large 
proportion of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
questioning (LGBTQ) teens—in some studies, as many as 
40% of homeless youth have been sexual-minority 


On any given night, more than a million American adolescents 
are living on the streets. SW Productions/Photodisc/Getty Images 


adolescents. It is hard to generalize about the racial com- 
position of the homeless adolescent population because 
this varies regionally as a function of the larger popula- 
tion. Nonetheless, it is estimated that about one-third of 
homeless adolescents nationally are Black, which is twice 
the proportion of Black youth in the general population; 
it is also estimated that Latinx adolescents are signifi- 
cantly less likely than other teenagers to be homeless. 
Homeless youth are more likely than other adolescents to 
engage in high-risk behaviors, including drug use, unpro- 
tected sex, and sex with multiple partners, and to suffer 
from a range of health problems, including depression, 
suicidal ideation, and poor nutrition (Gewirtz O’Brien 
et al., 2020; National Conference of State Legislatures, 
2016; Tyler, Schmitz, & Ray, 2018). 

Although many states have enacted policies to protect 
and support homeless teenagers, the extent of these ser- 
vices falls far short of the need for them. The consequences 
of homelessness can be dire. Rates of illness, poor nutri- 
tion, mental health problems, and substance abuse are sig- 
nificantly higher among homeless teenagers than in the 
general population. Disruptions in schooling are common, 
which makes it less likely that homeless adolescents will 
finish high school and become gainfully employed. Many 
homeless teenagers resort to dealing drugs or exchanging 
sex for food, clothing, or shelter. So-called “survival sex” is 
especially common among LGBTQ youth, who are more 
likely to be abused when they live in adult shelters and 
victimized when they are living on the street. 


Special Family Forms 


Diversity in family forms is also reflected in the sizable 
numbers of adolescents who are raised by adoptive parents, 
lesbian and gay parents, and foster parents. Although there 
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isn’t nearly as much research on teenagers growing up 
under these circumstances, it seems safe to conclude that 
there is plenty of variability in patterns of development 
among adolescents from these households, just as there is 
among those in more common home environments. 


Adolescents and Adoption Studies of the psycho- 
logical development of adolescents who have been 
adopted have yielded mixed and often contradictory 
results. Adopted adolescents are as securely attached 
to their parents as nonadopted peers (Torres-Gomez, 
Alonso-Arbiol, & Gallarin, 2020). And although adopted 
individuals report relatively higher rates of psychological 
difficulties, poorer school performance, and fewer close 
friendships, the magnitude of the difference between 
adopted and nonadopted adolescents is small (Askeland 
et al., 2017; DeLuca, Claxton, & van Dulmen, 2018). One 
reason for the mixed results and relatively modest effects 
is that there is a good deal of variability among adopted 
adolescents in their feelings about being adopted. 
Adopted adolescents who are preoccupied with having 
been adopted are relatively more alienated from and mis- 
trustful of their adoptive parents (Grotevant et al., 2017; 
Kohler, Grotevant, & McRoy, 2002). 


Adolescents with Lesbian or Gay Parents Although 
the right of same-sex couples to legally marry is now guar- 
anteed under U.S. law, in many states a parent's sexual 
orientation may be a consideration in adoption, custody, 
and parental visitation decisions, in part because of con- 
cerns about the impact of living with a lesbian or gay 
parent. These concerns are unwarranted. There is no evi- 
dence whatsoever that children or adolescents with les- 
bian or gay parents are psychologically different from 
those with straight parents, a finding that has now been 
replicated numerous times, across many different 
domains of psychological development, including gender 
identity and sexual orientation (Farr, 2017; McConnachie 
et al., 2021). Importantly, the parenting practices that 
have been shown to predict adolescent adjustment in gen- 
eral have been shown to have similar beneficial effects in 
families in which adolescents had been adopted by gay or 
lesbian parents. In the words of one expert: 


More than 25 years of research on the offspring of 
nonheterosexual parents has yielded results of remarkable 
clarity. Regardless of whether researchers have studied the 
offspring of divorced lesbian and gay parents or those born 
to lesbian and gay parents, their findings have been similar. 
Regardless of whether researchers have studied children or 
adolescents, they have reported similar results. Regardless 
of whether investigators have examined sexual identity, 
self-esteem, adjustment, or qualities of social relationships, the 
results have been remarkably consistent. In study after study, 
the offspring of lesbian and gay parents have been found to 
be at least as well adjusted overall as those of other parents. 
(Patterson, 2009, p. 732) 
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parents are psychologically any different from those raised by 
straight parents. Dragon Images/Shutterstock 


Adolescents in Foster Care According to recent 
estimates, about 175,000 American teenagers are in foster 
care. Foster care is a broad term that refers to a placement 
in a temporary living arrangement when the adolescent's 
parents are not able to provide care, nurturance, or safety 
(Pinderhughes et al., 2007). Such placements can be with 
members of the extended family, nonrelatives, or in group 
homes. Although we tend to think of foster homes as liv- 
ing arrangements for younger children, nearly one-third 
of young people in foster care enter into their foster home 
as adolescents. Moreover, because adolescents are less 
likely to be adopted than younger children, teenagers tend 
to remain in foster care longer. 

Adolescents generally enter the foster care system for 
one of two reasons: parental maltreatment (when the 
adolescent's well-being or safety is endangered) or delin- 
quency (when an adolescent's parents are unable to pro- 
vide the supervision necessary to keep their teenager 
from violating the law). Adolescents who have spent 
time in foster care are at relatively greater risk for emo- 
tional and behavioral problems, some of which are the 
product of the abuse or neglect that necessitated their 
removal from their biological parents' home (maltreat- 
ment frequently causes psychological problems), some 
of which may have made it too difficult for their parents 
to adequately care for them (in which case the adoles- 
cent may be placed in a therapeutic environment 
designed for teenagers with psychological problems), 
and some of which may result 
from the foster care placement 
itself (e.g., placement in a 
group home increases the ado- 
lescent's risk for delinquency) 
(DeLuca, Claxton, & van Dul- 
men, 2018; Ryan et al., 2008). 


foster care 
living arrangement when a 


provide care, nurturance, 
or safety. 


A placement in a temporary 


child's parents are not able to 


119 


120 


PART2 The Contexts of Adolescence 


Many adolescents move in and out of different place- 
ments, back and forth between their parents’ home and a 
foster care placement or between different foster care 
arrangements; frequent disruptions in living arrange- 
ments can lead to behavioral problems (Fisher et al., 
2011). After a period of time in foster care, adolescents 
are either reunified with their biological parents or 
adopted by someone other than their parents or, if they 
are old enough, declared independent. As you can imag- 
ine, making the transition to independent adulthood— 
already a challenge for many youth who grew up in stable 
and supportive family environments—is even more diffi- 
cult for adolescents whose lives have been so disrupted 
and who do not have parents on whom they can rely for 
support. Adolescents who have been in foster care are at 
higher risk for homelessness than other youth (Fowler, 
Toro, & Miles, 2009). 


The Importance of the Family 
in Adolescent Development 


As you have seen, there is considerable diversity among 
families with adolescents—diversity in background, in 
income, in parenting style, and in household composi- 
tion. Yet no factor influences adolescent adjustment 
more than the quality of relationships at home. As one 
team of experts concluded on the basis of a comprehen- 
sive study of the lives, behavior, and health of 90,000 
American teenagers: 


Across all of the health outcomes examined, the results 
point to the importance of family and the home environment 
for protecting adolescents from harm. What emerges 

most consistently as protective is the teenager s feeling 

of connectedness with parents and family. Feeling loved 

and cared for by parents matters in a big way. 

(Blum & Rinehart, 2000, p. 31) 


Although this study was conducted more than 20 years 
ago, no research conducted since that time has chal- 
lenged this conclusion. Study after study finds that 


adolescents who believe their parents or guardians are 
there for them—caring, involved, and accepting—are 
healthier, happier, and more competent than their peers, 
however health, happiness, or competence is assessed. 
This conclusion holds true regardless of the adolescent’s 
age, sex, ethnicity, social class, or country and across all 
types of families, whether married or divorced, single- 
parent or two-parent, rich or poor (Murry & Lippold, 
2018; Steinberg, 2001). This has led many psychologists, 
including myself, to call for widespread efforts to increase 
the quality of parenting that children and adolescents 
receive as a way of preventing emotional and behavioral 
problems and promoting healthy development (Kumpfer 
& Alvarado, 2003). As I have written elsewhere, we know 
what the basic principles of good parenting are (Stein- 
berg, 2005). The challenge facing us is to figure out how 
best to disseminate this information to the people who 
need it most—parents. 

Despite the tremendous growth and psychological 
development that take place as individuals leave child- 
hood on the road toward adulthood, despite society’s 
pressures on young people to grow up fast, despite all the 
technological and social innovations that have trans- 
formed family life, and contrary to claims that parents 
don’t really make a difference (that by adolescence, par- 
ents’ influence is overshadowed by the peer group or 
social media), adolescents continue to need the love, 
support, and guidance of adults who genuinely care 
about their development and well-being. Being raised in 
the presence of caring and committed adults is one of 
the most important advantages a young person can have 
in life. Having parents who provide the valuable combi- 
nation of warmth and support for the development of 
autonomy even facilitates adolescents’ departure from 
home and their successful transition into adulthood 
(Akin et al., 2020; Gillespie, 2020). Although parental 
love may be expressed in different ways in different parts 
of the world, its importance for healthy adolescent devel- 
opment is unquestionable, regardless of cultural context 
(Buehler, 2020). 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 
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peer groups 
Groups of individuals of 
approximately the same age. 


age grading 

The process of grouping 
individuals within social 
institutions on the basis of age. 
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It is about 8:00 A.M. A group of teenagers congre- 
gates in the hallway in front of their first-period classroom, 
discussing their plans for the weekend. As the first-period 
bell sounds, they enter the classroom and take their seats. 
For the next 4 hours (until there is a break in their schedule 
for lunch), they will attend class in groups of about 25 ado- 
lescents to 1 adult. 

At lunch, the group meets again to talk about the 
weekend. They have about 45 minutes until the first after- 
noon period begins. After lunch, they spend another 2 
hours in class—again, in groups of about 25 adolescents 
and 1 adult. The school day ends, the group convenes yet 
again, and they go to someone’s house to hang out for 
the rest of the day. Everyone’s parents are working; they 
are on their own. At about 6:00 P.M., they disperse and 
head home for dinner. Some have plans to meet up later 
that night. Several will talk on the phone. Virtually all of 
them will text. And they will see one another first thing the 
next morning. 

Adolescents in modern society spend a remarkable 
amount of time with people their own age. High school 
students in the United States and Europe spend twice as 
much of their time each week with peers as with parents or 


other adults—not even counting time in class (Dijkstra & 
Veenstra, 2011). 

Time spent with peers increases steadily over the 
course of adolescence (Lam, McHale, & Crouter, 2014). It’s 
easy to see why: Adolescents’ moods are most positive 
when they are with their friends, time spent with friends 
becomes more rewarding over the course of adolescence, 
and teenagers’ moods become more positive over the 
course of the week, as the weekend approaches (Larson & 
Richards, 1998). 

American society is highly age segregated. From the 
time youngsters stop spending their full day at home— 
certainly by age 5, but for many of those in day care, as 


early as the first year of life—until they graduate from high 
school at age 18 or so, they are grouped with children their 
own age. Other than relatives, they have little extended 
contact with older or younger people. Age grouping car- 
ries over into after-school, weekend, and vacation activi- 
ties. In contemporary society, peer groups—groups of 
people who are roughly th of th 
most important contexts in which adolescents spend time. 
The significance of peer groups gives adolescence in con- 
temporary society some of its most distinctive features. 


same age—are on 


The Origins of Adolescent 
Peer Groups in Contemporary 
Society 


Contact between adolescents and their peers is found in 
all cultures, of course. But not all societies have peer 
groups that are as narrowly defined and age segregated as 
those in contemporary society (Brown, 2004). 

The spread of compulsory education was a major fac- 
tor in the development of peer groups as we know them 
today. Educators first developed the idea of free public 
education, with students grouped by age—a practice 
known as age grading—in the middle of the nineteenth 
century. In doing so, they established an arrangement 
that would encourage the development and maintenance 
of age-segregated peer groups. It was not until the second 
quarter of the twentieth century, however, that most ado- 
lescents were directly affected by educational age group- 
ing. Attending elementary 
school was common before 
1900, but until 1930 or so, high 
school was a luxury available 
only to the affluent. Adolescent 
peer groups based on friend- 
ships formed in school were 
not prevalent until well into the 
twentieth century. 


Changes in the Size of the 
Youth Population 
Perhaps the most important factor influencing the rise of 


adolescent peer groups in contemporary society was 
the rapid growth of the teenage population between 1955 


Contemporary society is very age-graded. Even when they are 
in activities outside school, adolescents tend to be with same- 
aged peers. Sergey Novikov/Shutterstock 


and 1975. Following the end of World War II, many par- 
ents wanted to have children as soon as possible, creating 
the postwar baby boom. The products of this baby boom 
became adolescents during the 1960s and early 1970s, 
creating an “adolescent boom” for about 15 years. The 
size of the population ages 15-19 nearly doubled between 
1955 and 1975. 

This trend turned downward in 1975. But during the 
last decade of the twentieth century—when the products 
of the baby boom began raising adolescents of their own— 
the size of the teenage population began increasing once 
again. Today, approximately 13% of Americans (about 
42 million people) are between ages 10 and 19 (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2020a). Keep in mind, though, that patterns of 
change in the size of the adolescent population vary con- 
siderably around the world, mainly because of different 
birth rates (see Figure 5.1). 

Social scientists track the size of the adolescent popu- 
lation for several reasons. First, changes in the number of 
adolescents may warrant changes in the allocation of 
funds for social services, educational programs, and 
health care, since adolescents’ needs are not the same as 
those of children or adults. 

Second, changes in the size of the adolescent popula- 
tion have implications for understanding the behavior of 
cohorts. A cohort is a group of individuals born during a 
particular period, such as the baby boomers (born in the 
late 1940s and early to mid-1950s), “Gen X” (born in the 
early 1970s), the “Millennials” (the children of the baby 
boomers, born in the 1980s and early 1990s, also known 
as “Generation Y"), or “Generation Z" (born between 
the mid-1990s and mid-2000s) (see Table 5.1). 

Baby boomers, for example, were members of a very 
crowded cohort. During their adolescence, they encoun- 
tered a lot of competition for places in college, jobs, and 
so on. The size of this cohort also meant that it could 
attract a great deal of public attention, from politicians to 
advertisers. In contrast, members of Gen X, who were 
adolescents in the late 1980s and early 1990s, were mem- 
bers of a much smaller cohort, with less competition 
among individuals but far less clout. Because the Gen Z 
cohort, today’s teenagers, is considerably larger than Gen 
X, it will likely be much more influential. 


Why Peer Groups Are Necessary 
in Today’s World 


In less industrialized societies, political, economic, and 
social institutions revolve around the family. Occupation, 
choice of spouse, place of residence, treatment under soci- 
ety's laws, and participation in governing the community 
are all tied to who one's relatives are. Individuals’ family 
ties determine whom they can trade with and how much 
they pay for various commodities. In short, how adults are 
expected to behave depends on which family they come 
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Age grading in schools has been a major contributor to the rise 
of adolescent peer groups. LeoPatrizi/E+/Getty Images 


from; people from different 
families are often expected to 
live by very different expecta- 
tions and regulations. 

In contemporary societies, 
things are quite different. Mod- 
ernization has eroded much of the family's importance as 
a political, social, and economic unit. Generally speaking, 
in modern society, all individuals are expected to learn the 
same set of norms because the rules governing behavior 
apply equally to all members of the community. 

Under these circumstances, it is not wise to limit the 
socialization of adolescents to the family because doing 
so does not ensure that all youngsters will learn the 
same set of norms. Teaching is better done in schools 
than left up to individual families. As the family has 
become a less important political and economic institu- 
tion, this has required a change in the way in which 
adolescents are prepared for adulthood. Not only has 
modernization created age groups, it also has made 
them absolutely necessary. Without systematic age 
grouping in schools, it would be impossible to prepare 
young people for adulthood. And because age grouping 
in schools carries over into activities outside of school, 
the need for universal school-based education has 
created age-segregated peer groups. 

Some theorists do not see this as a bad thing. They 
believe that as society has become more technologically 
advanced, adolescents have come to play a valuable role 
in preparing one another for adulthood. Moreover, recent 
studies have found that adolescents engage in more 
exploratory behavior, behave more prosocially, and learn 
faster when they are with their peers than when they are 
by themselves (Silva et al., 2016; Van Hoorn, Van Dijk, 
Güroglu, and Crone, 2016). 


baby boom 

The period following World 
War ll, during which the 
number of infants born was 
extremely large. 
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YOUNG IN THE WORLD: CHANGING PROPORTIONS IN 1980, 2015, AND 2050 


Percentage of 

10- to 24-year-olds 
in population 

E 10% to 19% 

E 20% to 29% 


E 30% or more 


Percentage of 
10- to 24-year-olds 
in population 


E 10% to 19% 
E 20% to 29% 


E 30% or more 


Percentage of 

10- to 24-year-olds 
in population 
(projected) 


E 10% to 19% 
E 20% to 29% 


E 30% or more 


The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on 
this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the 
United Nations. Dotted line represents approximately the Line of 
Control in Jammu and Kashmir agreed upon by India and Pakistan 
The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not yet been agreed 
upon by the parties. 


Figure 54 The proportion of the population that is adolescent varies around the world: It is highest in developing 
countries, especially in Africa, and lowest in highly industrialized countries, such as Japan. This trend is expected to 
continue. (United Nations, 2014) 
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postfigurative cultures 
Cultures in which the 
socialization of young people is 
done primarily by adults. 


cofigurative cultures 
Cultures in which young 
people are socialized both by 
adults and by each other. 


prefigurative cultures 
Cultures in which society is 
changing so quickly that adults 
are frequently socialized by 
young people, rather than the 
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According to the anthropol- 
ogist Margaret Mead (1978), 
the way in which young people 
are best socialized for adult- 
hood depends on how fast their 
society is changing. In some 
cultures, cultural change is so 
slow that what a child needs to 
know to function as an adult 
changes very little over time. 
Mead called these postfigura- 
tive cultures; they socialize chil- 
dren almost exclusively through 


reverse. 


contact with the culture’s elders 

because the way in which older 
generations have lived is almost identical to the way in 
which subsequent generations will live. 

Imagine, for a moment, growing up in a world in which 
you had to know only what your grandparents knew in 
order to survive. In this age of smartphones, social media, 
and wireless Internet, growing up in a world in which very 
little changes over 50 years seems almost impossible to 
imagine. A little more than 50 years ago, color televisions 
had just become commonplace in American homes, a 
person had just walked on the moon for the first time, 
and the first automatic teller machine (ATM) was 
unveiled. Yet, strange as it may seem to us now, most 
societies until fairly recently have been postfigurative. In 
other words, until fairly recently, adolescents could learn 
exclusively from their elders what they needed to know to 
be successful adults. 

During the past 100 years, contemporary societies have 
shifted away from being postfigurative cultures. They have 
become cofigurative cultures, in which socialization of 
young people is accomplished not merely through contact 
between children and their elders but also through contact 
between people of the same age. In cofigurative cultures, 
society changes so quickly that much of what parents are 
able to teach their children may be outdated by the time 
their children become adults. Today, we live in a cofigura- 
tive society. For adolescents in contemporary America, 
peers have become role models as important as parents 
and grandparents. As a result of such rapid change, ado- 
lescents increasingly need to turn to members of their own 
generation for advice, guidance, and information. 

If you were a teenager living in a postfigurative culture, 
you might ask your grandparents for advice about how to 
hunt or prepare a meal in a hurry. But if you were a teen- 
ager in today’s cofigurative culture, to whom would you 
turn for advice about how to post a video on TikTok or set 
up a virtual party on Zoom? Would you turn to your 
friends, who have grown up with the Internet, or to your 
grandparents, who probably are less experienced with the 
latest technologies than you are? 

Mead believed that as cofigurative cultures changed 
even more rapidly, they would be replaced by prefigurative 


In prefigurative cultures, society changes so quickly that 
young people often teach adults, rather than the reverse. 
Chaay_Tee/Shutterstock 


cultures, in which young people would become adults’ 
teachers. We already may be living in a prefigurative cul- 
ture. Instead of parents asking, “Why can’t Johnny read?” 
teenagers ask, “Why can’t Mom and Dad figure out how 
to set up their new iPhones?” 

Do these analyses mean that the adolescents of the 
future will cease to profit from having close relationships 
with adults? Of course not. Young people will always 
need the support, affection, and advice of their elders. 
But understanding how peer groups have been made nec- 
essary by modernization casts the issue of age segregation 
in a new light. 


The Nature of Adolescent 
Peer Groups 


When you look at a typical elementary school playground, 
it’s clear that peer groups are an important feature of the 
social world of childhood. But even though peer groups 
exist well before adolescence, during the teenage years 
they change in significance and structure. Four specific 
developments stand out (Brown & Larson, 2009). 


In What Ways Do Peer Groups Change? First, 
there is a sharp increase during adolescence in the sheer 
amount of time individuals spend with their peers and in 
the relative time they spend in the company of peers ver- 
sus adults. If we count school as a setting in which adoles- 
cents are mainly with people their age, well over half of the 
typical American adolescent’s waking hours are spent 
with peers, as opposed to only 15% with adults—including 
their parents (most of the remaining time is spent alone or 
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Figure 5.2 Both supervised (left) and unsupervised (right) time with peers increase during adolescence. The 
increase in the amount of time that girls spend with peers is especially steep. (Lam, McHale, & Crouter, 2014) 


with a combination of adults and peers). Indeed, during 
the transition into adolescence, there is a dramatic drop in 
the amount of time adolescents spend with parents; for 
boys, this is mainly replaced by time spent alone, whereas 
for girls, it is replaced by time alone and time with friends 
(Dijkstra & Veenstra, 2011). 

Second, during adolescence, peer groups function 
much more often without adult supervision than they do 
during childhood, partly because adolescents are more 
mobile and partly because they seek, and are granted, 
more independence (Dijkstra & Veenstra, 2011). As you 
can see from Figure 5.2, both supervised and unsuper- 
vised time with peers, and, especially, with opposite-sex 
peers, increase steadily throughout adolescence (Lam, 
McHale, & Crouter, 2014). Groups of younger children 
typically play in the presence of adults or in activities 
organized or supervised by adults (e.g., organized sports), 
whereas adolescents are granted far more independence. 

Third, during adolescence, increasingly more contact 
with peers is between males and females (Lam, McHale, & 
Crouter, 2014). During childhood, peer groups are highly 
sex segregated. During adolescence, however, an increas- 
ingly larger proportion of a person's significant others are 
peers of the other sex (Dijkstra & Veenstra, 2011; Mehta & 
Strough, 2009). The shift from same-sex peer groups to 
mixed-sex groups tends to occur around the beginning of 
high school (Lam, McHale, & Crouter, 2014). 

Finally, whereas children's peer relationships are limited 
mainly to relatively small groups—at most, three or four chil- 
dren at a time—adolescence marks the emergence of larger 
collectives of peers, called crowds (Brown & Larson, 2009). 
In junior high school cafeterias, for example, the *populars" 
sit in one section of the room, the "brains" in another, and 
the “jocks” in a third. These crowds typically develop their 
own minicultures, characterized by particular styles of 
dressing, talking, and behaving (Chen, 2012). 


What Causes Peer Groups 
to Change? These changes 
in peer relations have their ori- 
gins in the biological, cogni- 
tive, and social transitions of 
adolescence (Dijkstra & Veens- 
tra, 2011). Puberty stimulates adolescents' interest in 
romantic relationships and distances them from their 
parents, which helps to explain why adolescents' social 
networks increasingly include more other-sex peers and 
fewer adults. The cognitive changes of adolescence per- 
mit a more sophisticated understanding of social rela- 
tionships, which allows the sort of abstract categorization 
that leads to grouping individuals into crowds. And 
changes in social definition may stimulate changes in 
peer relations as a sort of adaptive response: The larger, 
more anonymous social setting of the secondary school 
forces adolescents to seek out individuals whom they 
perceive as having common interests and values, perhaps 
as a way of re-creating the smaller, more intimate groups 
of childhood (Brown, 2004). Instead of floundering in a 
large, impersonal high school cafeteria, someone who 
belongs to the cheerleader crowd, or even someone who 
is one of the *nerds," may head directly for a place at a 
familiar table. 


cliques 

Small, tightly knit groups 

of between 2 and 12 friends, 
generally of the same sex 
and age. 


Cliques and Crowds 


Adolescents' peer groups are organized around two 
related, but different, structures, called “cliques” and 
"crowds" (Brown & Larson, 2009). Cliques are small 
groups of between 2 and 12 individuals—the average is 
about 5 or 6—generally of the same sex and, of course, the 
same age. Cliques can be defined by common activities 
(e.g., the football players or a group of students who study 
together regularly) or simply by friendship (e.g., a group 
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crowds 

Large, loosely organized 
groups of young people, 
composed of several cliques 
and typically organized around 
a common shared activity. 
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Adolescents usually belong to at least one clique, a close group of about a half dozen friends, usually of 
the same age and sex. Shutterstock 


of girls who have lunch together every day or a group of 
boys who have grown up together). 

The clique provides the main social context in which 
adolescents interact with one another. It's the social set- 
ting in which adolescents hang out, talk to each other, 
and form close friendships. Some cliques are more closed 
to outsiders than others (that is, the members are more 
“cliquish”), but virtually all cliques are small enough that 
the members feel they know each other well and appreci- 
ate each other more than people outside the clique do 
(Brown & Larson, 2009). 

Cliques are quite different in structure and purpose 
from crowds. Crowds are “reputation-based clusters of 
youths, whose function in part is to help solidify young 
people’s social and personal identity” (Brown & Larson, 
2009, p. 85). In contemporary American high schools, typ- 
ical crowds include “jocks,” “brains,” “nerds,” “populars,” 
and “druggies.” The labels for these crowds may vary from 
school to school (“nerds” versus “geeks,” “populars” versus 
"preps"), but their generic pres- 
ence is commonplace around 
the world, and you can probably 
recognize these different types 
of crowds from your own school 
experience (Delsing et al., 
2007; Sim & Yeo, 2012). Unlike 
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cliques, crowds are not settings for adolescents' intimate 
interactions or friendships but instead serve three broad 
purposes: to locate adolescents (to themselves and to oth- 
ers) within the social structure of the school, to channel 
adolescents toward some peers and away from others, and 
to provide contexts that reward certain lifestyles and dis- 
parage others (Brown & Larson, 2009). 

The key point is that membership in a crowd is based 
mainly on reputation and stereotype, rather than on actual 
friendship or social interaction. This is very different from 
membership in a clique, which, by definition, hinges on 
shared activity and friendship. In concrete terms, and per- 
haps ironically, an adolescent does not have to actually 
have “brains” as friends or hang around with “brainy” stu- 
dents to be one of the "brains." If he dresses like a "brain," 
acts like a “brain,” and takes AP courses, then he is a 
"brain" as far as his crowd membership goes. 

The fact that crowd membership is based on reputa- 
tion and stereotype has important implications. It can be 
very difficult for adolescents who—if they don't change 
their reputation early on in high school—may find them- 
selves stuck, at least in the eyes of others, in a crowd they 
don't want to belong to or even see themselves as a part 
of (Brown, Von Bank, & Steinberg, 2008). 

According to some estimates, close to half of high 
school students are associated with one crowd, about 


Early adolescence is often marked by the transition from same-sex 
peer groups to mixed-sex peer groups. Pamela Moore/Getty Images 


one-third are associated with two or more crowds, and 
about one-sixth do not clearly fit into any crowd (Brown, 
2004). Although an adolescent’s closest friends are 
almost always members of the same clique, some of them 
may belong to a different crowd, especially when one 
crowd is close in lifestyle to the other (Urberg et al., 
1995). For example, a “brain” will have some friends who 
are also “brains” and some who are “nerds” but few, if 
any, who are “druggies” (Brown, Mory, & Kinney, 1994). 

More importantly, crowds are not simply clusters of 
cliques; the two different structures serve entirely differ- 
ent purposes. Because the clique is based on activity and 
friendship, it is the peer setting in which adolescents 
learn social skills: how to be a good friend, how to com- 
municate effectively, how to be a leader, how to enjoy 
someone else’s company, or how to break off a friend- 
ship that is no longer satisfying. In contrast, because 
crowds are based more on reputation and stereotype 
than on interaction, they probably contribute more to 
the adolescent's sense of identity and self-conception— 
for better and for worse—than to his or her actual social 
development. 


Changes in Clique and Crowd 
Structure Over Time 


There are important changes in the structure of cliques 
and crowds during the adolescent years, driven in large 
measure by the increased importance of romantic rela- 
tionships (Connolly, Furman, & Konarski, 2000; Kuttler 
& La Greca, 2004). 


How Romance Changes the Peer Group During 
early adolescence, adolescents' activities revolve around 
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same-sex cliques. They are not yet involved in partying 
and typically spend their leisure time with a small group 
of friends, playing sports, talking, or simply hanging out. 

Somewhat later, as adolescents become more inter- 
ested in one another romantically—but before romantic 
relationships actually begin—boys' and girls' cliques come 
together. This is clearly a transitional stage. Boys and girls 
may go to parties or hang out, but the time they spend 
together mainly involves interaction with peers of the 
same sex. When young teenagers are still uncomfortable 
about dealing with members of the other sex, this context 
provides an opportunity in which they can learn more 
about peers of the other sex without having to be intimate 
or risk losing face. It is not unusual, for example, at young 
adolescents' first mixed-sex parties for groups of boys and 
girls to position themselves at other sides of a room, 
watching each other but seldom interacting. 

As some adolescents become interested in romantic 
relationships, part of the group begins to split off into 
mixed-sex cliques, while other individuals remain in the 
group but in same-sex cliques. This shift is usually led by the 
clique leaders, with other clique members following along. 

For instance, a clique of boys whose main activity is 
playing basketball may discover that one of the guys they 
look up to has become more interested in going to mixed- 
sex parties Saturday nights than in hanging out and play- 
ing video games with the group. Over time, they will begin 
to follow his lead, and their all-male activities will become 
more infrequent. A study of middle school dances over the 
course of the academic year found that the integration of 
boys’ and girls’ peer groups increased over time but that 
this occurred mainly among physically attractive adoles- 
cents (no surprise because being good-looking contributes 
to status in the peer group) (Pellegrini & Long, 2007). 

During middle adolescence, mixed-sex and mixed-age 
cliques become more prevalent (Molloy et al., 2014), and 
in time, the peer group becomes composed entirely of 
mixed-sex cliques (Cooksey, Mott, & Neubauer, 2002). 
One clique might consist of the drama students—male 
and female students who know each other from school 
plays. Another might be composed of four girls and four 
boys who like to smoke weed. Preppies—male and female— 
might make up a third. Interestingly, the transition from 
same-sex groups to mixed-sex groups is associated with an 
increase in alcohol use among males and in both alcohol 
and drug use among females, most likely because the 
activities that draw males and females together often 
involve partying (Poulin, Denault, & Pedersen, 2011). 

During late adolescence, peer crowds begin to disinte- 
grate. The importance of the peer group starts to wane 
somewhat. As students approach their senior year and 
feel more secure about themselves, there is a decline in 
the extent to which they say they want to improve their 
social skills and the quality of their relationships (Makara 
& Madjar, 2015). Pairs of adolescents who see themselves 
as couples begin to split off from the activities of the 
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Peer crowds play an important role in defining the adolescent's place within the social hierarchy of the school. E+/Getty Images 


larger group. The larger peer group is replaced by loosely 
associated sets of couples. Adolescents begin to shift 
some of their attention away from friends and toward 
romantic partners (Kuttler & La Greca, 2004). Groups of 
couples may go out together from time to time, but the 
feeling of being in a crowd has disappeared. This pat- 
tern—in which the couple becomes the focus of social 
activity—persists into adulthood. 

The structure of the peer group changes during adoles- 
cence in a way that parallels the adolescent's develop- 
ment of intimacy: As the adolescent develops increasing 
facility in intimate relationships, the peer group moves 
from the familiarity of same-sex activities to contact with 
other-sex peers, but mainly in the safety of the larger 
group. It is only after adolescents have been slowly social- 
ized into dating roles—primarily by modeling their high- 
erstatus peers—that the safety of numbers is no longer 
needed and adolescents begin pairing off. 


Changes in Crowds There also are changes in peer 
crowds during this time. Many of these changes reflect 
the growing cognitive sophistication of the adolescent. 
For example, as adolescents mature intellectually, they 
come to define crowds more in terms of abstract, global 
characteristics (“preppies,” “nerds,” “jocks”) than in 
terms of concrete, behavioral features ("the ballet crowd," 
"the Fortnite crowd,” “the kids who play basketball on 
114th Street”) (Dijkstra & Veenstra, 2011). 


As you know, this shift from concrete to abstract is a 
general feature of cognitive development in adolescence. 
In addition, as adolescents become more cognitively 
capable, they become more consciously aware of the 
crowd structure of their school and their place in it 
(Brown, 2004). Over the course of adolescence, the 
crowd structure also becomes more differentiated, more 
permeable, and less hierarchical, which allows adoles- 
cents more freedom to change crowds and enhance their 
status (Brown, 2004; Horn, 2003). In early adolescence, 
a school may have only two broad crowds (e.g., “normals” 
and “losers” ). By high school, there may be several differ- 
ent ways to be “normal” (“populars,” “jocks,” “average” ) 
and several different ways to be a “loser” (“brains,” 
“nerds,” “burnouts”). 
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The Waxing and Waning of Crowds As crowds 
become more salient influences on adolescents’ view of 
their social world, they come to play an increasingly 
important role in structuring adolescents’ social behavior 
(Brown & Larson, 2009). By ninth grade, there is nearly 
universal agreement among students about their school’s 
crowd structure, and the strength of peer group influence 
is very high. Between ninth and 12th grades, however, the 
significance of the crowd structure begins to decline, and 
the salience of peer pressure wanes. 

In one study, students were presented with several sce- 
narios asking if it was all right to exclude someone from a 


school activity (cheerleading, basketball, student council) 
because the person was a member of a certain crowd 
(“jock,” “gothic,” “preppie”) (Horn, 2003). They were 
also asked whether it was acceptable to deny individuals 
resources (e.g., a scholarship) on the basis of their crowd 
membership. Consistent with the decline in the salience 
of peer crowds between middle and late adolescence, 
9th-graders were more likely than older students to say 
that excluding someone from an activity on the basis of 
his or her crowd was all right. Students of all ages agreed 
that it was less acceptable to deny students resources 
because of crowd membership (which virtually all stu- 
dents viewed as immoral) than to exclude them from an 
activity (which was less often seen as a moral issue). 

Just as the changes in the structure of cliques play a 
role in the development of intimacy, changes in the 
salience of crowds play an important role in identity 
development. Adolescence is frequently a time for exper- 
imentation with different roles and identities. During the 
early adolescent years, before adolescents have "found" 
themselves, the crowd provides an important basis for 
self-definition (Newman & Newman, 2001). By locating 
themselves within the crowd structure of their school— 
through clothing, language, or choice of hangouts— 
adolescents wear *badges" that say "This is who I am." At 
a time when adolescents may not actually know just who 
they are, associating with a crowd provides them with a 
rudimentary sense of identity. 

As adolescents become more secure in their identity 
as individuals, the need for affiliation with a crowd dimin- 
ishes. By the time they have reached high school, older 
adolescents are likely to feel that remaining a part of a 
crowd stifles their sense of identity and self expression. 
The breakup of the larger peer group in late adolescence 
may both foreshadow and reflect the emergence of each 
adolescent's unique and coherent sense of self (Brown & 
Larson, 2009). 


connection 


Think back to your own high school experience. What 
were the major crowds in your school? What common 
characteristics did you share with the people who were in 
your clique? 


Adolescents and Their Crowds 
The Social Map of Adolescence 


A helpful scheme for mapping the social world of adoles- 
cence classifies crowds along two dimensions: how 
involved they are in the institutions controlled by adults, 
such as school and extracurricular activities, and how 
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Low High 
Involvement in peer culture 


Figure 5.3 A model for mapping the social world of 
adolescent peer groups. (From Brown, 1990) 


Involvement in adult institutions 


Low 


involved they are in the informal, peer culture (Brown, 
1990) (see Figure 5.3). 

“Jocks” and “populars,” for example, are very involved 
in the peer culture, but they are also very involved in the 
institutions valued by adults (sports and school organiza- 
tions, for example). “Brains” and “nerds,” in contrast, 
are also involved in adult-controlled organizations (in 
their case, academics), but they tend to be less involved 
in the peer culture. “Partyers” are on the opposite side of 
the map from “nerds”: These adolescents are very 
involved in the peer culture but are less so in adult insti- 
tutions. “Burnouts” and adolescents who are members of 
delinquent gangs are not involved in either the peer cul- 
ture or adult institutions. Other crowds, such as "nor: 
mals” or “druggies,” fall somewhere between these 
extremes. 


connection 


In the United States, athletic ability, good looks, and 
money all contribute to popularity. Do you think the 
personal traits that adolescents value differ in different 
parts of the world, or are these likely to be important 
everywhere? If you have classmates who grew up 
somewhere other than the United States, ask them what 
made people popular in their high school. 


Crowds as Reference Groups 


Knowing where an adolescent fits into the social system 
of the school can tell us a lot about the person's behavior 
and values. This is because crowds contribute to the defi- 
nition of norms and standards for such things as clothing, 
leisure, and tastes in music. Being a “jock” means more 
than simply being involved in athletics; it means wearing 
certain types of clothes, listening to certain types of 
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reference group 
A group against which an 
individual compares him or 


herself. 
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In multiethnic high schools, peer groups often divide along 
ethnic lines. Daniel M Ernst/Shutterstock 


music, spending Saturday nights in certain spots, and 
using a particular slang. 

Another way of putting this is that adolescents’ crowds 
serve as reference groups. They provide their members 
with an identity in the eyes of others. Adolescents judge 
one another on the basis of the company they keep, and 
they become branded on the basis of the people they 
hang out with. Such labels as “jocks,” "brains," “popu- 
lars,” “druggies,” and “skaters” serve as shorthand nota- 
tions—accurate or inaccurate—to describe what someone 
is like as a person, what he or she holds as important, and 
how he or she spends time. Individuals who are members 
of more unconventional crowds (e.g., “hip hoppers,” 
“metalheads” ) engage in more problem behavior, whereas 
those who are in more conventional ones (e.g., “nor- 
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mals,” “jocks”) report less (Doornwaard et al., 2012). 


Crowd Membership and Adolescent Identity 
Crowd membership is important not only because crowds 
are used by adolescents when talking about one another 
but also because membership in a crowd is often the basis 
for an adolescent’s own identity (Brown & Larson, 2009). 
A girl who hangs out with the “preppies” identifies herself 
as such by wearing their “uniform,” shopping in their 
stores, and speaking their language. After a while, preppi- 
ness becomes part of her own self-concept. Or consider the 
boys whose clique is held together by a dislike of school. 
Since this attitude toward school is continuously reinforced 
by the clique, each boy’s feelings 
about school become strength- 
ened, and not liking school 
becomes part of each boy’s iden- 
tity. Even if something very pos- 
itive happens at school, it 


becomes difficult for someone in the clique to admit that it 
makes him feel good about himself. Doing well on a test or 
receiving a compliment from a teacher is likely to be dis- 
missed as unimportant. 

Because the adolescent’s peer group plays such an 
important role as a reference group and a source of iden- 
tity, the nature of the crowd with which an adolescent affil- 
iates is likely to have an important influence on his or her 
behavior, activities, and opinions about others (Brechwald 
& Prinstein, 2011; Pal et al., 2016). Although most adoles- 
cents feel pressure from their friends to behave in ways that 
are consistent with their crowd’s values and goals, the 
specific pressure varies from one crowd to another. “Drug- 
gies” report much more pressure to misbehave, for exam- 
ple, than do “jocks” (Clasen & Brown, 1985). 

Crowd membership can also affect the way adolescents 
feel about themselves. Adolescents’ self-esteem is higher 
among students who are identified with peer groups that 
have relatively more status in their school (Brown, Von 
Bank, & Steinberg, 2008). Over the course of adolescence, 
symptoms of psychological distress decline among the 
“populars” and “jocks” but increase among the “brains” 
(Doornwaard et al., 2012; Prinstein & La Greca, 2002). 
Not surprisingly, adolescents whose peers identify them 
as members of low-status crowds fare better psychologi- 
cally when they don’t see themselves this way, but the 
opposite is true for adolescents whose peers label them as 
members of high-status crowds, where denying one’s affil- 
iation with the crowd is associated with worse mental 
health (Brown, Von Bank, & Steinberg, 2008). 

Adolescents' behavior is affected by their crowd mem- 
bership in several ways (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011). 
First, adolescents often imitate the behavior of high-status 
peers—the crowd leaders. The socially popular girls, for 
example, may dress in a certain way, and the less popular 
ones (the ^wannabes"), who want to be associated with 
them, follow suit. Popular students receive far more atten- 
tion from others, especially from those who themselves 
are popular (Lansu, Cillessen, & Karremans, 2014). 

Second, crowds establish social norms—values and 
expectations—that members strive to follow. That is, even 
lower-status members of a crowd influence each other by 
behaving in ways that identify them as members (e.g., 
using certain expressions when speaking), and other ado- 
lescents who want to be accepted by them conform to 
these standards. In potentially risky situations, teenagers 
are especially likely to conform to their peers when they 
are not sure just how to behave (Van Hoorn, Crone, & 
Van Leijenhorst, 2017). 

Third, when crowd members behave in ways that are 
consistent with these norms, they are reinforced for 
doing so. An adolescent who dresses in a way that is 
consistent with a crowd's expectation may be compli- 
mented “Nice shoes, Sophie,” whereas one who does not 
may be ignored or even made fun of with “I can’t believe 
you're wearing those!" 


Finally, when adolescents are reinforced for following 
a crowd’s norms, they feel better about themselves and 
further incorporate their crowd membership into their 
identity. After being praised many times for her clothes 
by one of the popular crowd’s members, for example, a 
girl will start to think of herself as a member of that crowd 
and begin to derive her identity in part from it. 


Ethnicity and Crowd Membership Many of the 
basic distinctions among crowds that have been found in 
studies of predominantly White high schools (e.g., academ- 
ically oriented crowds, partying crowds, deviant crowds, 
trendy crowds) also exist among adolescents from ethnic 
minority groups. There is evidence, however, that in multi- 
ethnic high schools, adolescents first divide across ethnic 
lines and then form into the more familiar adolescent 
crowds within ethnic groups. In a large multiethnic high 
school, there may be separate groups of Black “jocks” and 
White “jocks,” of Latinx “populars” and Black “populars,” 
and so on (Hardie & Tyson, 2013). In multiethnic schools, 
adolescents from one ethnic group are less likely to see 
crowd distinctions within other ethnic groups than they 
are within their own group. White students view their 
Asian classmates as members of the “Asian” crowd, 
whereas the Asian students see themselves as divided into 
“brains,” “populars,” and other groups. 

The meaning associated with belonging to different 
crowds also may differ across ethnic and socioeconomic 
groups, although this varies considerably from school to 
school (Knifsend & Juvonen, 2014; Tyson, Darity, & Cas- 
tellino, 2005). Although it is commonly believed that 
high-achieving Black students are ostracized for “acting 
White” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986), many studies do not 
find this to be typical (e.g., Horvat & Lewis, 2003; Tyson, 
Darity, & Castillino, 2005). In fact, in many schools, a// 
students who are highly committed to school, regardless 
of their ethnicity, are teased or excluded for being “nerds” 
or “brains,” or simply for doing well in school (Schwartz, 
Kelly, & Duong, 2013). Similarly, in some schools, it may 
be admirable to be a “jock,” while in others, it may be 
frowned upon. The values we associate with being in one 
crowd as opposed to another aren’t the same across all 
school contexts. 


Adolescents and Their Cliques 


What draws adolescents into one clique and not another? 
Because cliques serve as a basis for adolescents’ friend- 
ships and play an important role in their social develop- 
ment, many researchers have studied the determinants of 
clique composition. 


Similarity Among Clique Members 


The most important influence on the composition of 
cliques is similarity. Adolescents’ cliques typically are 
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composed of people who are of the same age, ethnicity, 
and—at least during early and middle adolescence—the 
same sex (Ennett & Bauman, 1996). 


Age Segregation Although many adolescents have 
friends who are one school grade ahead or behind 
(Bowker & Spencer, 2010), age grouping in junior and 
senior high schools makes it unlikely that an individual 
will have friends who are substantially older or younger. 
A lOth-grader who is enrolled in 10th-grade English, 
10th-grade math, 10th-grade history, and 10th-grade sci- 
ence simply does not have many opportunities to meet 
adolescents who are in different grades. Age segregation 
in adolescents' cliques appears to result mostly from the 
structure of schools. By way of comparison, adolescents' 
online friends are less similar in age than the friends they 
make in school (Mesch & Talmud, 2007). 


Sex Segregation During early and middle adoles- 
cence, cliques also tend to be composed of adolescents of 
the same sex (Ennett & Bauman, 1996). This sex segrega- 
tion begins in childhood and continues through most of 
adolescence, although it is stronger among White students 
than among Black students (Filardo, 1996), and it weak- 
ens later in adolescence (Mehta & Strough, 2009). 

The causes of sex segregation in adolescents' cliques 
are more interesting than the causes of age segregation 
because schools seldom separate boys and girls into dif- 
ferent classes. Why, then, do adolescent males and 
females separate themselves into different cliques? Social 
scientists who study gender and development have sug- 
gested several reasons (Maccoby, 1990). 

First, cliques are formed largely on the basis of shared 
activities and interests. Preadolescent and early-adoles- 
cent boys and girls are interested in different things 
(Mehta & Strough, 2009). Not until adolescents begin 
dating do boys' cliques and girls' cliques mix, presumably 
because dating provides a basis for common activity. 
Consistent with this, one study of adolescents' social net- 
works found that the proportion of other-sex friends more 
than doubles between sixth and 10th grades (Poulin & 
Pedersen, 2007). And, in keeping with the notion that 
this coincides with the onset of dating, the increase is 
especially notable among early-maturing girls, whose net- 
works increasingly include somewhat older boys that they 
know outside of school. Even so, by 10th grade, most 
adolescents' networks are still dominated by same-sex 
friends, who make up about three-quarters of the average 
social network. 

A second reason for sex segregation in adolescent peer 
groups concerns young adolescents' sensitivity about sex 
roles. Over the course of childhood, boys and girls 
become increasingly concerned about behaving in ways 
judged to be sex-appropriate. When little boys show an 
interest in dolls, they are often told either explicitly (by 
parents, friends, and teachers) or implicitly (by television, 
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books, and other mass media), “Boys don’t play with 
dolls. Those are for girls.” And when girls start wrestling 
or roughhousing, they are often similarly reprimanded. 

As a consequence of these continual reminders that 
there are boys’ activities and girls’ activities, early adoles- 
cents—who are trying to establish a sense of identity—are 
very concerned about acting in sex-appropriate ways, 
although this is more true of boys than girls (Galambos, 
Berenbaum, & McHale, 2009). This makes it very diffi- 
cult for an adolescent boy to be a part of a girls’ clique, in 
which activities revolve around clothing and talking about 
boys, or a girl to be part of a boys’ clique, in which activi- 
ties are often dominated by athletics and other physical 
pursuits (Mehta & Strough, 2009). Adolescents who go 
against prevailing sex-role norms by forming friendships 
with members of the other sex may be teased about being 
“fags” or may be ostracized by their peers because they 
are "girly" (Oransky & Marecek, 2009). (Interestingly, 
gay male adolescents typically have more other-sex friend- 
ships than same-sex friendships [Diamond & Dubé, 
2002].) Ironically, once dating becomes the norm, ado- 
lescents who dont have relationships with peers of the 
other sex become the objects of equally strong suspicion 
and social rejection. 


Ethnic Segregation Ethnicity is not a strong determi- 
nant of clique composition during childhood, but it 
becomes increasingly powerful as youngsters get older 
(Wolfer & Hewstone, 2018). By middle and late adoles- 
cence, adolescents’ peer groups typically are ethnically 
segregated, with very few ethnically mixed cliques in most 
high schools (Ennett & Bauman, 1996). 

Ethnicity is such a strong determinant of adolescents’ 
cliques that teenagers are more likely to have friends of 
the same ethnicity who come from the opposite end of 
the socioeconomic spectrum than to have friends from 
the same social class but a different ethnic group. This 
appears to be the case, although somewhat less so, even 
within schools that have been deliberately desegregated. 
In fact, cross-ethnic friendships are less common in ethni- 
cally diverse schools and neighborhoods than in those 
where one ethnic group predominates (Munniksma et al., 
2017; Quillian & Campbell, 2003). Same-ethnic and 
cross-ethnic friendships have different advantages: The 
former increase students’ ethnic pride, but in ethnically 
diverse classrooms, the latter make students feel safer and 
less vulnerable (Graham, Munniksma, & Juvonen, 2014). 
They also have different effects on mental health, at least 
among boys: Unpopularity among teens from the same 
ethnic group adversely affects adolescents emotional 
well-being more than unpopularity among teens from a 
different background (Mali et al., 2019). 

An analysis of data from a large, nationally representa- 
tive sample of adolescents found that ethnicity continues 
to be an enormously powerful determinant of friendship 
patterns—far more powerful than socioeconomic status 


(Quillian & Campbell, 2003). The rift between Black stu- 
dents and students from all other ethnic groups, espe- 
cially Whites and Asians, is especially strong. Although 
Asian students report the highest degree of discrimina- 
tion by peers, Black students’ reports of being discrimi- 
nated against by other students increase over time (Cooc 
& Gee, 2014; Greene, Way, & Pahl, 2006; Qin, Way, & 
Mukherjee, 2008). 

Studies of found that immigrants are relatively less 
likely to have cross-ethnic friendships (Hamm, Brown, 
& Heck, 2005; Kiang, Peterson, & Thompson, 2011; 
Titzman, 2014) and more likely to have friendships 
with immigrants from the same background who have 
similar attitudes about the importance of maintaining 
their cultural identity (Umana-Taylor et al., 2020). But 
even among ethnic minority youth whose families have 
been in the United States for generations, there is a 
strong preference for same-ethnicity friends (Quillian & 
Campbell, 2003). 

This is unfortunate because having friends outside 
their cultural group facilitates immigrant adolescents’ 
adaptation to the new culture and lessens discrimination 
against them (Motti-Stefandini, Paclopoulos, & Asen- 
dorpf, 2018). Parents appear to influence this preference, 
as indicated by a study of Mexican American adolescents 
that found that adolescents were more likely to have 
non-Mexican friends when their parents were themselves 
more strongly oriented toward Anglo culture (Updegraff 
et al., 2006). The social climate of the school likely mat- 
ters as well: Feelings of discrimination often drive ethnic 
minority students into peer crowds that are defined by 
ethnicity (Brown et al., 2008). 

It is difficult to know why such strong ethnic segrega- 
tion persists in adolescents’ friendship selection. Ethnic 
segregation in adolescents’ cliques is only partly due to 
residential segregation (Mouw & Entwisle, 2006). One 
possibility is that some ethnic segregation in friendship 
patterns is due to differential levels of academic achieve- 
ment of adolescents from different ethnic groups (Gra- 
ham, Munniksma, & Juvonen, 2014). On average, White 
and Asian adolescents get significantly higher grades in 
school than Black or Latinx adolescents. As you'll read, 
friends usually have similar attitudes toward school, edu- 
cational aspirations, and grades (Brown, 2004). Ethnic 
differences in school achievement therefore may lead to 
ethnic separation in adolescent peer groups (Hallinan & 
Williams, 1989). Cross-ethnic friendships are rarer in 
schools that frequently separate students into different 
academic tracks (Stearns, 2004). 

A second reason for ethnically segregated peer 
groups—according to one study of adolescents in a school 
that had been recently desegregated—is attitudinal. In this 
school, the White adolescents perceived their Black peers 
as aggressive, threatening, and hostile. The Black stu- 
dents, in turn, saw the White students as conceited, preju- 
diced, and unwilling to be friends with them. These 


perceptions, which fed on each other, made the forma- 
tion of interracial peer groups unlikely. The more the 
White students believed that the Black students were hos- 
tile, the more the White students acted distant and kept 
to themselves. But the more the White students acted this 
way, the more likely the Black students were to feel 
rejected and the more hostile they became. 

In contrast, studies show that adolescents who have 
lasting friendships with peers from other ethnic back- 
grounds are more likely to have positive attitudes toward 
people from other backgrounds (Kelleghan et al., 2019; 
Rastogi & Juvonen, 2019). Contact with adolescents 
from other ethnic groups during adolescence is predictive 
of intergroup contact in adulthood (Wolfer et al., 2016). 
Although ethnic diversity within classrooms helps pro- 
mote contact between students from different back- 
grounds, enduring cross-ethnic friendships are especially 
likely to develop when adolescents from different back- 
grounds have have opportunities to connect outside of 
school (Lessard, Kogachi, & Juvonen, 2019). 

Parents’ attitudes about the value of having friends from 
different ethnic groups also makes a difference (Smith, 
Maas, & van Tubergen, 2015). Whereas some parents 
actively encourage their teenagers to have friends from 
other ethnic groups, others discourage it, and still others 
are content to have their children make their own choices, 
although they may have mixed feelings about them. 


Common Interests Among Friends 


Thus far, we have seen that adolescents’ cliques are usu- 
ally composed of individuals who are the same age, in the 
same grade, and of the same ethnicity. But what about 
factors beyond these? Do adolescents who associate with 
one another also share certain interests and activities? 
Generally, they do. Three factors appear to be especially 
important in determining adolescent clique membership 
and friendship patterns: orientation toward school, orien- 
tation toward the teen culture, and involvement in antiso- 
cial activity (Crosnoe & Needham, 2004). 


Orientation Toward School Adolescents and their 
friends tend to be similar in their attitudes toward school, 
their school achievement, their course selection, and 
their educational plans (Chow et al., 2018; Flashman, 
2012; Kiuru, Salmela-Aro, et al., 2012). Adolescents who 
earn high grades, study a great deal, and plan to go on to 
college usually have friends who share these characteris- 
tics and aspirations. One reason for this is that how 
much time students devote to schoolwork affects their 
involvement in other activities. A second is that parents 
who stress achievement may insist that their teens only 
spend time with peers who do well in school (Zhao & 
Gao, 2014). 

It’s important to note that students’ friendships are 
often drawn from the peers with whom they have classes, 
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Adolescents and their friends usually share common interests in 
everything from academics to antisocial behavior. Marie-Reine 
Mattera/Getty Images 


and because schools assign students to tracks on the 
basis of their academic achievement, their friends will 
be more likely to have similar records of school perfor- 
mance (Crosnoe, 2002). Someone who is always study- 
ing will not have many friends who stay out late partying 
because the two activities conflict. By the same token, 
someone who wants to spend afternoons and evenings 
out having fun will find it difficult to remain friends 
with someone who prefers to stay home and study. 
When adolescents’ academic performance changes (for 
better or for worse), they tend to change their friend- 
ships in the same direction (Flashman, 2012; Smirnov & 
Thurner, 2017). 

Students also influence each other’s academic perfor- 
mance (Gremmen et al., 2017; Shin & Ryan, 2014). For 
instance, girls’ decisions about whether to take advanced 
math classes are significantly influenced by their friends’ 
decisions about which classes to take (Frank et al., 2008). 
Friends exert a similar influence on grade point average 
(GPA): Given two students with similar records of past 
achievement, the student whose friends do better in 
school is likely to get better grades than the one whose 
friends do worse (Véronneau & Dishion, 2011). Indeed, 
of all the characteristics of friends that influence adoles- 
cents’ behavior, their friends’ school performance has the 
greatest impact, not only on their own academic achieve- 
ment but also on their involvement in problem behavior 
and drug use (Cook, Deng, & Morgano, 2007). Perhaps 
not surprisingly, students whose friends tend to come 
from school have higher GPAs than those whose friends 
tend to come from other contexts, such as the neighbor- 
hood (Witkow & Fuligni, 2010). 
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mental health problems in adulthood (Augustyn, Thorn- 

berry, & Krohn, 2014; Gilman, Hill, & Hawkins, 2014). 
Adolescent gangs both resemble and differ from other 

sorts of peer groups. On the one hand, gangs look much 


Involvement in Antisocial 
Activity A number of stud- 
ies, involving both boys and 
girls from different ethnic 


gangs 
Organized peer groups of 


antisocial individuals 


groups, indicate that antisocial, 
aggressive adolescents often gravitate toward each other, 
forming deviant peer groups (Allen et al., 2019; Ragan, 
2020). Contrary to the popular belief that antisocial ado- 
lescents do not have friends or that they are interperson- 
ally inept, these youngsters do have friends, but their 
friends tend to be antisocial as well. Although adoles- 
cents with deviant friends show some of the same emo- 
tional problems as adolescents without friends, even 
those with deviant friends are less lonely than their 
friendless peers (Brendgen, Vitaro, & Bukowski, 2000). 
And cliques composed of antisocial boys exchange text 
messages about their antisocial activities, as well as more 
mundane matters (Ehrenreich et al., 2019). 

As you might expect, adolescents with more antisocial 
friends are more likely to engage in antisocial activity 
(Criss, Sheffield Morris et al., 2016), but some adoles- 
cents have inherited traits, such as a proneness to sensa- 
tion-seeking, that make them especially susceptible to the 
influence of antisocial peers (Schlomer et al., 2021; Mann 
et al., 2016; Samek et al., 2017). Adolescents are influ- 
enced by the antisocial behavior of their classmates, as 
well, even if the classmates are not actually friends (C. 
Müller et aL, 2016). One study of more than 90,000 
American students found that adolescents were 4876 
more likely to have been in a fight, 140% more likely to 
have pulled a weapon on someone, and 183% more likely 
to have badly hurt someone in the past year if a friend had 
engaged in the same behavior (Bond & Bushman, 2016). 
Peers appear even to influence the specific type of delin- 
quency an adolescent engages in (e.g. theft versus 
violence) (Thomas, 2015). 

Although we would not necessarily want to call all of 
these antisocial peer groups "delinquent," since they are 
not always involved in criminal activity, understanding 
the processes through which antisocial peer groups are 
formed provides some insight into the development of 
delinquent peer groups, or gangs (Gilman et al., 2014; 
Melde & Esbensen, 2011). Gangs are antisocial peer 
groups that can be identified by name (often denoting a 
neighborhood or part of the city) and common symbols 
(*colors," tattoos, hand signs, jewelry, etc.). Adolescents 
who belong to gangs are at greater risk for many types of 
problems in addition to antisocial behavior, including ele- 
vated levels of psychological distress, impulsivity, psycho- 
pathic tendencies, exposure to violence, and violent 
victimization (Dmitrieva et al., 2014; Gordon et al., 2014; 
Pyrooz, 2014). This is also true for female adolescents 
who hang around with male gangs, which increases their 
involvement in high-risk sexual behavior, drug use, and 
crime (Yarnell et al., 2014). Adolescents who are gang 
members also are more likely to have behavioral and 


like other types of cliques and crowds, in that they are 
groups of adolescents who are similar in background and 
orientation, share common interests and activities, and 
use the group to derive a sense of identity. One study of 
Latinx youth in southern California found that it was 
especially important to differentiate between gangs, 
which were organized and had long histories of involve- 
ment in serious antisocial behavior, and “crews,” which 
also engaged in fighting, tagging, and partying but which 
did not engage in serious violence (Lopez et al., 2006). 
This distinction has important legal ramifications, 
because antigang laws that mandate tougher penalties for 
crimes committed by gangs may be incorrectly applied to 
adolescents who commit delinquent acts with their 
friends (or crew) but who are not members of gangs. 

The processes that lead adolescents to join gangs are 
not the same as those that lead to membership in crews 
and other sorts of peer groups, though. Gang members 
tend to be more isolated from their family, have more 
emotional and behavioral problems, and have poorer 
self-conceptions than other adolescents, including those 
who are involved in antisocial activity but who are not 
gang members (Garduno & Brancale, 2017). Many gang 
members have long histories of exposure to trauma and 
domestic violence, abuse and neglect, and family mem- 
bers who abused drugs, and many believe that joining a 
gang was necessary for survival in their neighborhood. As 
one 19-year-old male gang member explained: 


Before I started hanging around the guys and shit, and being 
part of the gang, people say stuff like "you not from around 
here," “dont be around here,” or “don't be surprised if 
something happen to you." Or you know, people try to rob me 
and other stuff that would make me feel like I want to show 
them I am tired of being afraid and I wanted to be around. 
(Quinn et al., 2017, pp. 38-39) 


Joining a gang often created its own set of problems, 
though. Here's how an 18-year-old female gang member 
explained this to an interviewer: 


You cant really enjoy yourself. You got to always watch your 
back. You never know who you'll get into it with. It could not 
even be with you, but you never know who they [fellow gang 
members] into it with. So it is hard making new friends ‘cause 
youre not sure like—so all that. You got to worry about your 
family ‘cause people find out where you live. Then it's like—lots 
of worries. (Quinn et al., 2017, p. 44) 


The process of antisocial peer group formation in ado- 
lescence begins in the home, during childhood (Tolan, 
Gorman-Smith, & Henry, 2003). Problematic parent-child 
relationships—ones that are coercive and hostile—lead to 
the development of an antisocial disposition in the child, 
and this disposition contributes, in elementary school, to 


both school failure and rejection by classmates (Pardini, 
Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2005). Rejected by the 
bulk of their classmates, aggressive boys “shop” for friends 
and are accepted only by other aggressive boys (Allen 
et al., 2019; Kornienko, Ha, & Dishion, 2020). Once these 
friendships are formed, the boys, like any other clique, 
reward each other for participating in a shared activity—in 
this case, antisocial behavior. Improvements in parenting 
during adolescence reduce teenagers’ association with 
antisocial peers, which, in turn, reduces problem behavior 
(Forgatch et al., 2016). 


The Role of Parents Parents often “manage” their 
adolescent’s friendships by monitoring the individuals 
their child spends time with, guiding their child toward 
peers they like, prohibiting contact with peers they dis- 
like, and supporting friendships they approve of (Upde- 
graff et al., 2010). Parents also act as “consultants,” 
helping their teenagers work out problems with their 
friends (Mounts, 2011). Adolescents whose parents act 
as consultants in this way are less likely to be involved in 
drug use and delinquent activity and report more positive 
relationships with their friends (Mounts, 2004). On the 
other hand, excessive attempts to control an adolescent’s 
choice of friends may backfire; when parents forbid ado- 
lescents from associating with peers the parents disap- 
prove of, they may inadvertently drive adolescents to 
become closer to those peers, perhaps in defiance of 
these restrictions on their independence (Keijsers et al., 
2012; Tilton-Weaver et al., 2013). Rather than viewing the 
family and peer contexts as separate worlds, it is import- 
ant to keep in mind that what takes place in one setting 
often has an impact on what occurs in others. 

The role of the family in friendship choice has also 
been described in studies of crowds (Brown et al., 1993). 
One of the factors that influences the crowd an adoles- 
cent belongs to is her or his upbringing. Parents play a 
role in socializing certain traits in their children, and 
these orientations, whether toward aggression or aca- 
demic achievement, predispose adolescents toward 
choosing certain friends or crowds with which to affiliate. 
Once in these cliques or crowds, adolescents are rewarded 
for the traits that led them there in the first place, and 
these traits are strengthened. 

Some accounts of adolescent development portray the 
peer group as more important than the family (e.g., J. 
Harris, 1998). One problem with this view is that it fails 
to take into account the fact that the family has a strong 
effect on adolescents’ choice of peers. For example, a 
child who is raised to value academics will perform well 
in school and will likely select friends who share this ori- 
entation. Over time, these friends will reinforce the 
youngster’s academic orientation and strengthen his or 
her school performance. By the same token, adolescents 
who have poor relationships at home are more likely to 
engage in antisocial behavior, are drawn to other 
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antisocial peers, and become 
more antisocial over time as a 
result (Benson & Buehler, 
2012; M. Li et al., 2015). Even 
when adolescents have rela- 
tively more antisocial friends, 
having better relationships at home and a stronger attach- 
ment to school will make them less susceptible to their 
friends’ negative influence—even in the context of a gang 
(Trudeau et al., 2012). 

The finding that adolescents become more antisocial 
when they spend time with antisocial peers has prompted 
some experts to question the wisdom of group-based 
interventions for adolescents with conduct problems 
(Dishion, McCord, & Poulin, 1999). Several studies of 
programs designed to reduce adolescents’ delinquency or 
aggression, for example, have found that, instead of hav- 
ing the desired effect, the programs actually increase par- 
ticipants’ problem behavior. They have what scientists 
call iatrogenic effects (Mahoney, Stattin, & Lord, 2004). 

Iatrogenic effects are the undesirable consequences of 
well-intentioned treatments—for example, when the side 
effects of a medication are worse than the problem it’s 
intended to treat. When antisocial adolescents spend 
time with like-minded peers, they frequently teach each 
other how to be “more effective” delinquents and reward 
each other for misbehavior. One observational study of 
adolescent friends talking to each other on camera (Pie- 
hler & Dishion, 2014) found that individuals who had a 
history of involvement in antisocial behavior engaged in 
more spontaneous conversation about antisocial activi- 
ties and rewarded each other in the way they responded 
(e.g., “We were so wasted last Friday.” “Oh, yeah, that was 
insane!” “Remember the time we stole that vodka?” “That 
was so awesome!”). Several writers have described this 
process as “deviancy training” (e.g., Forgatch et al., 2016). 
Knowing that group treatments for antisocial behavior 
have iatrogenic effects is obviously important for the 
design of programs for delinquent and aggressive youth. 


iatrogenic effects 
Unintended adverse 
consequences of a 


treatment or intervention. 


Similarity Between Friends: Selection 
or Socialization? 


Because antisocial activities are such a strong determi- 
nant of clique composition, many adults have expressed 
concern over the influence of peers in promoting delin- 
quent activity and drug and alcohol use. Parents often 
feel that if their teenager runs with the wrong crowd, he 
or she will acquire undesirable interests and attitudes. 
They worry, for instance, when their child starts spending 
time with peers who seem to be less interested in school 
or more involved with drugs. But which comes first—join- 
ing a clique or being interested in a clique’s activities? Do 
adolescents develop interests and attitudes because their 
friends influence them, or is it more that people with 
similar interests and tastes are likely to become friends? 
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This question has been examined in many studies that 
have tracked adolescents and their friendships over time. 
By tracing patterns of attitudinal and behavioral change 
and comparing these shifts with patterns of friendship 
formation and change, researchers can determine whether 
adolescents are attracted to one another because of their 
initial similarity (what social scientists refer to as selec- 
tion), become similar because friends influence each 
other (referred to as socialization), or a combination of 
the two (Ellis & Zarbatany, 2017; Laursen, 2017). 

In general, studies indicate that both selection and 
socialization are at work (see Figure 5.4) across a variety of 
attitudinal and behavioral domains, including school 
achievement, drug use, mental health, and delinquency 
(Chen & Chen, 2019; Gremmen et al., 2019; Scalco et al., 
2015; Shin, 2017), and in romantic relationships as well as 
friendships (Simon, Aikins, & Prinstein, 2008). Adoles- 
cents who use alcohol, tobacco, or marijuana, for example, 
are more likely to select other users as friends (de la Haye 
et al., 2015; Leung et al., 2016). By the same token, spend- 
ing time with friends who use these substances increases 
the adolescents’ own use as well (Fujimoto, Unger, & 
Valente, 2012; Wesche, Kreager, & Lefkowitz, 2019). 

The reverse also happens: when adolescents who 
smoke spend time with nonsmokers, the smokers are 
more likely to quit (Lakon et al., 2015). The more sub- 
stance-using friends an adolescent has and the closer he 
or she feels to them, the more the adolescent is likely to 
use alcohol and drugs (McGloin, Sullivan, & Thomas, 
2014). Even dating someone whose friends are substance 
users has similar effects (Haynie, Doogan, & Soller, 2014; 
Kreager & Haynie, 2011). 

Similarly, adolescents who are bullies or who sexually 
harass others are more likely to have friends who behave 
similarly (Jewell, Brown, & Perry, 2015; Low, Polanin, & 
Espelage, 2013; Sijtsema et al., 2014). Conversely, antiso- 
cial adolescents who have few friends, and few aggressive 
friends in particular, are likely to become less antisocial 
over time (Adams, Bukowski, & Bagwell, 2005), whereas 
those with antisocial friends who become even more anti- 
social themselves become more delinquent (Monahan, 
Steinberg, & Cauffman, 2009; Weerman, 2011). 

This process is not limited to antisocial behavior: Ado- 
lescents who report more depressive symptoms are likely 
to choose other depressed adolescents as friends, which, 
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Figure 5.4 Adolescents’ choice of friends both 
influences and is influenced by their traits and interests. 


in turn, negatively affects their own mood and that of 
their other friends (Kiuru, Burk et al., 2012; Veed, McGin- 
ley, & Crockett, 2019). Adolescents who are overweight 
are likely to have other overweight adolescents as friends, 
in part because they are rejected by their nonoverweight 
classmates (Schaefer & Simpkins, 2014) and in part 
because adolescents who are overweight, sedentary, glued 
to their electronic devices tend to have friends who have 
the same unhealthy lifestyle (Marks et al., 2015; Simone, 
Long, & Lockhart, 2018). 

How much of adolescents’ similarity to their friends is 
due to selection and how much is due to socialization? 
The answer depends on what behavior or attitude is being 
studied. Socialization is far stronger over day-to-day pref- 
erences in such things as clothing or music than over 
many of the behaviors that adults worry about, such as 
binge drinking or risky sex (Knecht et al., 2011), or even 
obesity (de la Haye et al., 2013). Although parents don’t 
want to hear it, selection is a stronger factor than social- 
ization when it comes to problem behavior (Fortuin, van 
Geel, & Vedder, 2015), smoking (DeLay et al., 2013), and 
drug use (de la Haye, Green et al., 2013; Franken et al., 
2017). That is, adolescents who use drugs or engage in 
delinquency are more likely to select friends with these 
tastes than to be corrupted by them. 


Stability of Adolescent Friendships Adolescents’ 
cliques show only moderate stability over the course of 
the school year—with some members staying in the clique, 
others leaving, and new ones joining—although cliques 
become more stable later in high school (Poulin & Chan, 
2010). Although the actual composition of adolescents’ 
cliques may shift over time, the defining characteristics of 
their cliques or their best friends do not (Hogue & Stein- 
berg, 1995). That is, even though some members of an 
adolescent’s clique may leave and be replaced by others, 
the new members are likely to have attitudes and values 
that are quite similar to the former members’ (Brown, 
2004). Over the course of high school, an academically 
oriented teenager may drift away from some of his friends, 
but these friends are probably going to be replaced by 
other academically oriented classmates, not by ones who 
aren't interested in school. 

Even "best friendships" are likely to change during the 
school year. Only about one-third of students who name a 
best friend in the fall of a school year rename the same 
person as their best friend in the spring (that person was 
typically listed as a friend but not the best friend) 
(Degirmenciogilu et al., 1998). Instability is even the case 
in best friendships in which adolescents name each other 
as their best friend (Bowker, 2004). 

Same-sex friendships tend to be more stable than 
opposite-sex friendships, and boys' friendships trend to be 
more stable than girls. Generally speaking, friendship sta- 
bility is higher among well-adjusted adolescents than among 
their more troubled peers, although it isn't clear whether 
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Table 5.2 Summary of broad categories of features that led to dislike 


Category Exemplar Quotes 


Jealousy 


“She stole my boyfriend and my closest friends. Then got angry when she found out | slept with him.” 


“This person disliked my boyfriend/date | was going to bring to the prom, which led me to going to 
the prom with my boyfriend only. | felt that she had ruined my senior life in high school.” 


Incompatibility 


“An argument started when my friend would just make really loud noises for no reason, and when 


| would ask her to stop, she would just continue.” 
“This person was loud, annoying, and really had no point of talking because her argument made 


no sense.” 


“We stopped talking and hanging out for no apparent reason. All of a sudden, it just ended.” 


Intimacy-rule 
violations 


“We were best friends, but | couldn’t trust her because she lied to me too many times.” 
“In the beginning, she seemed like an awesome friend but then, after | started getting close to her, 


| saw her true colors revealed. She had a very evil way of trying to hurt people and put them 
down. She was also very untrustworthy.” 


Aggression 


“She spread rumors about me because the guy she liked, liked me.” 


“She was with a boy at our senior BBQ and was taking her time when we were in a rush. She and the 
boy went home with someone else instead of me and didn’t tell me. The next day | confronted her, 
and we got into a fight and suspended from school. That’s when she started spreading rumors.” 


this is because stability contributes to adjustment, because 
better-adjusted adolescents are better at maintaining friend- 
ships, or, most likely, a combination of both (Poulin & 
Chan, 2010). The most common causes of broken friend- 
ships are jealousy, incompatibility, betrayal, and aggression 
(Casper & Card, 2010) (see Table 5.2). Friendships are far 
more likely to end between seventh and eighth grade than at 
later ages, and mixed-sex friendships are especially vulnera- 
ble (Hartl, Laursen, & Cillessen, 2015) (see Figure 5.5). 
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Figure 5.5 Friendships in the seventh grade virtually 
never survive through the end of high school. Many 
friendships dissolve between seventh and eighth 
grades. (Hartl, Laursen, & Cillessen, 2015) 


Popularity, Rejection, and Bullying 


Thus far, our discussion has focused on how and why 
crowds and cliques serve as the basis for adolescents’ 
social activities and attitudes. But what about the internal 
structure of peer groups? Within a clique or a crowd, what 
determines which adolescents are popular and which are 
not? What factors influence bullying and victimization? 


Determinants of Popularity 
and Rejection 


In recent years, psychologists have changed their thinking 
about what it is that leads to popularity during adoles- 
cence. Although it is widely agreed that popular adoles- 
cents are generally more socially skilled than their 
unpopular peers, there is surprising variability among 
popular teenagers with respect to other characteristics. 
One reason for this is that there are two forms of pop- 
ularity, and they don’t always go hand in hand (van den 
Berg, Lansu, & Cillessen, 2020). One form, sociometric 
popularity, refers to how well-liked someone is. The other 
form, perceived popularity, refers to how much status, or 
prestige, someone has (Litwack, Aikins, & Cillessen, 
2012). So, for example, a leader of the “preppie” crowd 
who is snobby might be very high in perceived popularity 
but not in sociometric popularity. Conversely, a member 
of a crowd that has less prestige 
who happens to be a really nice 
person with a good sense of 
humor may be high in sociomet- 
ric popularity but low in 
perceived popularity. By the 
time they are 14, adolescents 


sociometric popularity 


perceived popularity 
How much status or prestige 
an individual has. 
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How well-liked an individual is. 
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understand the difference between the two (van den Berg, 
Burk, & Cillessen, 2015). If you think back to your own 
high school days, you can probably remember people of 
each type. 

Sociometric popularity is determined mainly by social 
skills, friendliness, sense of humor, and so forth, which 
are valued by people of all ages and backgrounds. The 
determinants of perceived popularity are highly variable, 
though. Because the determinants of status can easily dif- 
fer between schools, or even among groups within the 
same school, it is hard to predict which adolescents will 
be popular without knowing what is valued in that adoles- 
Cents social context (Jonkmann, Trautwein, & Lüdtke, 
2009; Kreager, 2007a). For example, among White and 
Latinx teenagers, drinking is associated with status, but 
this is not the case among Black adolescents (Chou- 
kas-Bradley, Giletta, Neblett, & Prinstein, 2015a). 

Although there is one main pathway to sociometric 
popularity (having good social skills), the determinants 
of perceived popularity are variable and ever-changing. 
For example, the importance of academic success for 
being perceived as “cool” declines as individuals move 
from fifth to sixth grade (North et al., 2019). Having a 
boyfriend or girlfriend may have little to do with per- 
ceived popularity in fifth grade but may be highly cor- 
related with it in ninth grade. Within the same school, 
some adolescents are highly regarded by their peers 
because they are good-looking and athletic (the conven- 
tional image of the popular teenager), whereas others are 
equally admired because they are rebellious, delinquent, 
and aggressive (Becker & Luthar, 2007). 

Moreover, whereas many of the things that /ead to pop- 
ularity also make adolescents more likable (e.g., athletic 
ability, physical attractiveness, social skills), some of the 
things that help to maintain popularity once it is estab- 
lished may actually make adolescents less likable (such as 
using gossip to control or manipulate others) (Dijkstra 
et al., 2010b; Lansu & Cillessen, 2011; Neal, 2010). In 
general, adolescents tend to affiliate with peers who have 
a similar level of popularity within their school (Dijkstra, 
Cillessen, & Borch, 2013; Logis et al., 2013), mainly 
because the more popular kids reject the less popular 
ones (Berger & Dikjstra, 2013). 

Predicting perceived popularity is further compli- 
cated by the fact that peer norms change, and socially 
competent adolescents are skilled at figuring them out, 
adjusting their behavior in response to them, and even 
influencing them. If smoking marijuana becomes some- 
thing that is valued by the peer group, popular adoles- 
cents will start getting high more regularly (Allen et al., 
2005). And when popular adolescents start to engage in 
a particular behavior, that behavior often becomes more 
admired. Indeed, one of the reasons it is hard to per- 
suade adolescents to “just say no” to drinking, smoking, 
and sex is that these activities are often associated with 
being popular (Balsa et al., 2011; Gommans et al., 2017). 


Researchers distinguish between sociometric popularity—how 
well-liked someone is—and perceived popularity—how much 
prestige someone has. They don't always go hand in hand. 
Tom Carter/Alamy Stock Photo 


Even things such as fighting, bullying, or carrying a 
weapon, which most adolescents do not approve of, 
become more acceptable when popular adolescents start 
to do these things (Bellmore, Villarreal, & Ho, 2011; 
Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2017). 

Adolescents are easily swayed by the opinions of 
high-status peers to behave prosocially (Choukas-Bradley, 
Giletta, Cohen, & Prinstein, 2015; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 
2020) and, as well, to endorse activities that they might 
otherwise reject and to run the other way from activities 
endorsed by low-status peers, even if they secretly enjoy 
them (Cohen & Prinstein, 2006). Adolescents often 
behave in ways they believe popular students act, although 
these perceptions are not always accurate. For instance, 
popular kids are often thought to engage in more sub- 
stance use than they actually do (Helms et al., 2014). 


Popularity and Aggression Although psychologists 
used to believe that aggressive and antisocial adolescents 
are likely to be rejected by their classmates, it turns out 
that some of these teenagers are quite popular (Andrews, 
Hanish, & Santos, 2017; Lu et al., 2018; Malamut et al., 
2020), although their popularity tends to wane as adoles- 
cents get older and antisocial behavior is no longer some- 
thing that teenagers admire (Young, 2014). Nor do these 
traits continue to have the same effects on an individual's 
social life: One study, entitled "What Ever Happened to 
the ‘Cool’ Kids?" found that adolescents whose early pop- 
ularity came from impressing their peers with delinquent 
and “pseudomature” behavior (such as precocious sex) 
had more interpersonal and behavioral problems as 
young adults (Allen et al., 2014; Simons et al., 2018). 


Studies have identified two distinct types of popular 
boys (Rodkin et al., 2000). One group has characteristics 
typically identified in studies of popular youth: They are 
athletically and academically competent, friendly, and nei- 
ther shy nor aggressive. A second group, however, is 
extremely aggressive, athletically competent, and average 
or below average in friendliness, academic competence, 
and shyness. Similarly, one study of girls found two dis- 
tinctly different groups of popular adolescents: girls who 
were prosocial and good students, and girls who were anti- 
social and anti-academic, some of whom actually were 
even bullies (de Bruyn & Cillessen, 2006). Among both 
males and females, though, aggression tends to be a turn- 
off to potential romantic partners (Bower et al., 2015). 
Being prosocial is a weaker predictor of popularity in the 
United States than in China, though (Zhang et al., 2018). 

How can we explain this? Wouldn’t we expect adoles- 
cents who are antisocial or aggressive toward others to be 
unpopular? Evidently, it is not aggression alone but the 
combination of aggression and difficulty controlling 
emotions or a lack of social skills that leads to problems 
with peers (Pouwels et al., 2018; van den Berg, Burk, & 
Cillessen, 2019). 

Consistent with this, aggressive adolescents who use 
their aggression strategically and selectively—what is 
referred to as proactive aggression—are much more popu- 
lar than aggressive adolescents whose aggression is 
unplanned and frequent—what is referred to as reactive 
aggression (Ettekal & Ladd, 2015; Moore et al., 2019). 
Its also important to distinguish between aggression, 
which may increase adolescents’ popularity, and delin- 
quency, which tends to diminish it (Rulison, Kreager, & 
Osgood, 2014). Nevertheless, some adolescents engage in 
antisocial or aggressive behavior because they think it will 
increase their popularity (Kiefer & Wang, 2016; Laninga- 
Wijnen et al., 2019; van den Broek et al., 2016). 


The Dynamics of Popularity Two ethnographies of 
early-adolescent girls provide insight into the dynamics of 
popularity. In a classic study, the researcher spent two 
years in a middle school observing interactions among 
early-adolescent girls in various extracurricular and infor- 
mal settings (in the cafeteria, in the hallway, at school 
dances) (Eder, 1985). Although the study is more than 
35 years old, many of the researcher's observations still 
ring true today. 

In this school, the cheerleaders were considered the 
elite crowd, and girls who made the cheerleading squad 
were immediately accorded social status. Other girls 
then attempted to befriend the cheerleaders as a means 
of increasing their own perceived popularity. This, in 
turn, increased the cheerleaders' prestige within the 
school, as they became the most sought-after friends. 
Girls who were successful in cultivating friendships with 
the cheerleaders became a part of this high-status group 
and more popular. But because even popular 


CHAPTER 5 Peer Groups 


adolescents can only maintain 
a finite number of friendships, 
they ended up snubbing other 
classmates who wanted to be 
their friends. Ironically, this 
often leads to popular adoles- 
cents becoming disliked (May- 
eux, Sandstrom, & Cillessen, 
2008). Thus, adolescents who hang out with popular 
adolescents may themselves become perceived as more 
popular over time, but they may also become less well- 
liked and even victimized because they are seen as 
snobby status-seekers, especially by their less popular 
peers (Andrews et al, 2016; Dijkstra et al., 2010b; 
Lansu, Cillessen, & Karremans, 2012). 

In another ethnography, the researcher spent time 
observing and interviewing a group described by teachers 
as the "dirty dozen" (Merten, 1997). This group of girls, 
“considered ‘cool,’ ‘popular,’ and ‘mean,” were “a combi- 
nation of cute, talented, affluent, conceited, and power- 
ful" (1997, p. 178). The researcher was interested in 
understanding “why a clique of girls that was popular and 
socially sophisticated was also renowned for its mean- 
ness" (1997, p. 188). 

The answer, he discovered, was that meanness was one 
of the ways that the clique ensured that no one member 
became stuck-up as a result of her popularity in the eyes 
of her classmates. Thus, while it was important for clique 
members to maintain their popular image, if any clique 
member appeared to become too popular, the other mem- 
bers would turn on her, undermining her standing with 
other girls by gossiping, starting rumors, and deliberately 
attempting to disrupt her friendships. Although the study 
was conducted some 25 years ago, the following quote, 
from a girl whose friends turned on her, will sound all too 
familiar: 


proactive aggression 
Aggressive behavior that is 
deliberate and planned. 


reactive aggression 
Aggressive behavior that is 
unplanned and impulsive. 


Gretchen was starting to get really mad at me. I talked to her 
about it and I asked her what was wrong. She just said, “Oh, I 
heard something you said about me." But I didn't say anything 
about her. Sara was mad at me. I don't know why. She started 
being mad at me and then she started making things up that 
[she said] I said. Sara told Brenda and Gretchen so that they 
would get mad at me, too. So now I guess Gretchen has made 
up something and told Wellesley. They are all mad at me and 
laughing and everything. (Merten, 1997, p. 182) 


Ironically, then, one of the potential costs of being 
popular in adolescence is that if you become too popular, 
you face the very real possibility of being the object of 
other classmates’ meanness. The adage that it’s import- 
ant to seek “moderation in all things” applies to popular- 
ity as well: Students who are very high in popularity, as 
well as those who are very low, are less satisfied with their 
friendships and social life, and are more likely to be the 
victims of relational aggression than their peers who fall 
somewhere in between these extremes; as one study put 
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It’s lonely at the top. Students who are very high in popularity, as well as those who are very low, are 


less satisfied with their friendships and social life than their peers who fall somewhere in between these extremes. 


(Ferguson & Ryan, 2019) 


it, “It’s lonely at the top” (Ferguson & Ryan, 2019; Mala- 
mut, Luo, & Schwartz, 2020; Yun & Graham, 2019) (see 
Figure 5.6). 

Although popularity clearly has some costs, the advan- 
tages of being popular far outweigh the disadvantages. 
Being popular is not the same as having close and inti- 
mate friendships, but the two often go hand in hand 
(Asher, Parker, & Walker, 1996). Compared with their 
less popular peers, popular adolescents are more likely to 
have close and intimate friendships, have an active social 
life, take part in extracurricular activities, and receive 
more social recognition (such as being selected as leaders 
of school organizations) (Franzoi, Davis, & Vasquez- 
Suson, 1994). Perhaps you recall classmates who were 
not popular but who really wished they were—so-called 
“wannabes.” These teenagers are especially likely to be 
rejected and the recipients of other students’ meanness 
(Breslend et al., 2018). 

Part of the overlap between popularity and friendship 
stems from the fact that many of the characteristics that 
make adolescents popular are the same ones that make 
them sought after as friends—chief among them, having 
good social skills. Actually, adolescents who describe 
themselves as well-liked and socially competent fare well 
psychologically over time, regardless of whether they are 
genuinely popular among their classmates (McElhaney, 
Antonishak, & Allen, 2008). Teenagers whose peers like 
them or who merely believe that their peers like them 
have higher self-esteem both as adolescents and as adults 
(Gruenenfelder-Steiger, Harris, & Fend, 2016). 

Keep in mind that some adolescents who are not 
especially popular in school may have a well-developed 
network of friends outside of school. Because most 
research on adolescents’ peer networks has been limited 
to school-based friendships, we know relatively little 
about the nature or effects of friendships from other 
sources. But we do know that many adolescents have a 
social life outside of school—at church, in the neighbor- 
hood, in nonschool extracurricular activities—that is 


quite different from their life in school. Having friends 
outside school can buffer the harmful consequences of 
having few friends in school (Kiesner, Poulin, & Nicotra, 
2003). 


Rejected Adolescents Just as there are different rea- 
sons for being popular, there are also different reasons for 
being rejected. It’s important to distinguish among three 
types of disliked adolescents, though (Bierman & Wargo, 
1995). One set of unpopular adolescents comprises teen- 
agers who have trouble controlling their aggression. With- 
drawn adolescents make up a second unpopular set; these 
adolescents are shy, anxious, and inhibited, and boys of 
this sort are frequently victims of bullying (Coplan et al., 
2013; Erath, Flanagan, & Bierman, 2007). A third group 
is both aggressive and withdrawn. These adolescents have 
problems controlling their hostility, but like other with- 
drawn children, they tend to be nervous about initiating 
friendships with other adolescents. 

The origins of peer rejection in adolescence can fre- 
quently be traced to earlier periods of development. 
Often, adolescents who are rejected by their peers were 
also spurned during middle childhood, and this rejection, 
in turn, was the consequence of behavioral and emotional 
difficulties apparent in early elementary school (Ettekal 
& Ladd, 2015a; Monahan & Booth-LaForce, 2016). Oth- 
ers are rejected in adolescence mainly because they’ve 
been rejected in the past (Ladd et al., 2014). 

Regardless of its causes, rejection by peers is a signifi- 
cant source of stress for adolescents, who show greater 
brain activation to rejection than children do, as well as a 
stronger biological stress response to it (Bolling et al., 
2011; Stroud et al., 2009). During adolescence, there are 
important changes in the brain that lead individuals to 
become more sensitive to the emotions, expressions, and 
opinions of others (Van Hoorn et al., 2016). The same 
reward centers as those activated by food, sex, and drugs 
are also activated when teenagers view Instagram photos 
that have received many “likes” (Sherman et al., 2016). 


Relational Aggression 


Most studies of the peer relations of aggressive children 
have focused on children who are overtly aggressive 
(either physically or verbally). This has led researchers to 
pay relatively more attention to the social relationships of 
aggressive boys than girls because boys exhibit more overt 
aggression (Card et al., 2008). Girls also act aggressively 
toward peers, but their aggression is often social, not 
physical (Crick, 1996). They often engage in relational 
aggression—aggression intended to harm other adoles- 
cents through deliberate manipulation of their social 
standing and relationships. Text messaging has provided 
added opportunities for adolescents to engage in this 
behavior (Vollet et al., 2020). 

Individuals use relational aggression to hurt others by 
excluding them from social activities, damaging their rep- 
utations with others, or withdrawing attention and friend- 
ship. Different types of aggression follow similar 
developmental trajectories during adolescence, increas- 
ing during early adolescence and then declining from 
midadolescence on, and are correlated (individuals who 
are highly aggressive in one way are also aggressive in 
others, and individuals who are frequent victims of physi- 
cal aggression are also frequent victims of relational 
aggression) (Card et al., 2008; Karriker-Jaffe et al., 2009). 
Boys who are academically successful and relatively less 
masculine are especially likely to be victims of both types 
of aggression (Lehman, 2020). 

Researchers have found that some adolescents are 
especially prone to seek revenge when they have been 
excluded or insulted and are highly sensitive to signs of 
disrespect (McDonald & Asher, 2018). This may lead to 
relational aggression, especially among teenagers who are 
impulsive and who have difficulties with anger manage- 
ment (Espelage et al., 2018). Like physical aggression, the 
roots of relational aggression are often found in the fam- 
ily and peer group. Adolescents who use a lot of rela- 
tional aggression frequently have parents who are harsh, 
controlling, or overly permissive, or antisocial peers 
(Aizpitarte et al., 2019; Kawabata et al., 2011). 


“Mean Girls” Although relational aggression was first 
noticed in observations of girls, studies show that boys 
also employ it (Juvonen, Wang, & Espinoza, 2013) but 
that girls are more aware of it, more distressed by it, and 
more often the victims of it (Card et al., 2008; Pronk & 
Zimmer-Gembeck, 2010). Although both girls and boys 
use physical and relational aggression, there are many 
more extremely physically aggressive boys than girls and 
many more extremely relationally aggressive girls (Ettekal 
& Ladd, 2015a). 

Girls’ use of relational aggression has attracted a great 
deal of popular attention, as reflected in the best-selling 
books Odd Girl Out (Simmons, 2003) and Queen Bees and 
Wannabees (Wiseman, 2003), which served as the basis 
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for the movie Mean Girls. Per- 
haps in response, educators 
have expressed concerns about 
“meanness” in school environ- 
ments, noting that teachers 
have devoted far more attention 
to preventing overt physical fighting than relational 
aggression—despite the fact that victims of relational 
aggression also suffer as a result (Chen et al., 2019; Des- 
jardins & Leadbeater, 2011). Some have called for educa- 
tional programs designed to help teachers understand, 
assess, prevent, and respond to the problem when it arises 
in their classroom, as well as schoolwide programs 
designed to teach tolerance and acceptance and encour- 
age students to disapprove of relational aggression when 
they see it. In the opinion of most experts, middle schools 
ought to be the focus of such interventions (Yoon, Barton, 
making the scientific 


& Taiarol, 2004). 
connection 2 
Is relational aggression something that is more common 


in adolescence than adulthood? If so, why might this be? 
If not, is it expressed differently among adults? 


relational aggression 


or her relationships with 


Preventing relational aggression is easier said than 
done. Adolescents who use relational aggression, espe- 
cially if they don’t overdo it, often are more popular than 
their peers (Casper, Card, & Barlow, 2020). Actually, 
this is hardly surprising because the whole point of using 
relational aggression is to maintain one’s status and pop- 
ularity and because the same social skills that make one 
popular (learning how to “read” other people, being able 
to adjust one’s behavior to maintain one’s status, having 
a good sense of humor, etc.) are useful when spreading 
rumors, gossiping, or trying to undermine someone 
else’s reputation (Bowker & Etkin, 2014; Dumas, Davis, 
& Ellis, 2019). The reason some physically aggressive 
boys are often more popular than their peers is that phys- 
ical aggression and relational aggression may go hand in 
hand, and it is their relational aggression, not their phys- 
ical aggression, that contributes to their popularity. 

Many programs designed to reduce relational aggres- 
sion may be ineffective because adolescents are reluctant 
to stop doing something that maintains their popularity 
or even improves their friendships, even if it is at the 
expense of someone else (Banny et al., 2011; Rose & 
Swenson, 2009). Adolescents are less likely to react nega- 
tively toward their friends when they see them exclude 
others than when they witness unfamiliar peers doing the 
same thing (Spaans et al., 2019). 


Consequences of Rejection Being unpopular has 
negative consequences for adolescents’ mental health 


others, as in malicious gossip. 
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Acts intended to harm another 
through the manipulation of his 
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hostile attributional bias 
The tendency to interpret 
ambiguous interactions with 
others as deliberately hostile. 
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Although boys are more physically aggressive than girls, girls 
often engage in what has been called relational aggression— 
an attempt to harm someone by ruining his or her reputation 
or disrupting his or her friendships. stester/Shutterstock 


and psychological development; peer rejection and 
friendlessness are associated with subsequent depression, 
behavior problems, alcohol use, interpersonal difficulties, 
and academic difficulties (Bellmore, 2011; Meisel et al., 
2018; Schacter, Lessard,& Juvonen, 2019). But studies 
show that the specific consequences of peer rejection 
may differ for rejected youth who are aggressive versus 
those who are withdrawn. 

Aggressive individuals who are rejected are at risk for 
conduct problems and involvement in antisocial activity 
as adolescents, not just as a direct result of their rejection 
but because the underlying causes of their aggression (for 
instance, poor self-control) also contribute to later con- 
duct problems (Laird et al., 2005). In contrast, withdrawn 
children who are rejected are likely to feel lonely and are 
at risk for low self-esteem, depression, and diminished 
social competence—again, both as a result of being 
rejected and in part because the underlying causes of 
their timidity (for instance, high anxiety) also contribute 
to later emotional problems (Pedersen et al., 2007). 
Rejection is especially likely to lead to depression in ado- 
lescents who place a lot of importance on their standing 
in the peer group and who believe that they, rather than 
the peers who reject them, are at fault (Prinstein & Aikins, 
2004). Adolescents who are both aggressive and with- 
drawn are at the greatest risk of all (Rubin, LeMare, & 
Lollis, 1990). 

Many psychologists believe 
that unpopular youngsters lack 
some of the social skills and 
social understanding necessary 
to be popular with peers. 
Unpopular aggressive children 


are more likely than their peers to think that other chil- 
dren’s behavior is deliberately hostile, even when it is 
not. When accidentally pushed while waiting in line, for 
instance, many unpopular aggressive children are likely 
to retaliate because they believe that the person who did 
the pushing did it on purpose. This so-called hostile attri- 
butional bias plays a central role in the aggressive behav- 
ior of rejected adolescents (Crick & Dodge, 1994). 
Adolescents who are prone to make hostile attributions 
tend to have friends who view the world through a simi- 
lar lens (Halligan & Philips, 2010). Interventions aimed 
at changing the way aggressive adolescents view their 
peers have been successful in reducing rates of aggres- 
sion (Dodge, Godwin, & Conduct Problems Prevention 
Group, 2013; Yeager, Miu et al., 2013). 

What about unpopular withdrawn children? What are 
their social skills deficits? In general, unpopular with- 
drawn children are excessively anxious and uncertain 
around other children, often hovering around the group 
without knowing how to break into a conversation or 
activity. Their hesitancy, low self-esteem, and lack of con- 
fidence make other children feel uncomfortable, and 
their submissiveness makes them easy targets for bullying 
(Salmivalli, 1998). Many of these youngsters are espe- 
cially sensitive to being rejected and show a heightened 
neural response to rejection, as well as increased suscep- 
tibility to depression as a consequence (Rudolph et al., 
2016; Will et al., 2016). Rejection sensitivity increases in 
adolescence as brain regions that monitor social informa- 
tion become more easily aroused (Falk et al., 2014; 
Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2014). 

Some victimized adolescents are depressed, and their 
depression leads them to behave in ways that make them 
targets of harassment (people don't like to hang around 
with depressed individuals) (Saint-Georges & Vaillan- 
court, 2020). Adolescents who don't have friends at 
school are likely to view school as a threatening place, 
which often engenders feelings of depression (Lessard & 
Juvonen, 2018). Unfortunately, the more these children 
are teased, rejected, and bullied, the more anxious and 
hesitant they feel and the more they blame themselves for 
their victimization, which only compounds their prob- 
lem-creating a cycle of victimization (see Figure 5.7) 
(Mathieson, Klimes-Dougan, & Crick, 2014; van Geel 
et al., 2018). Not all rejected students are bullied, though. 


Figure 5.7 Peer victimization diminishes adolescents 
self-esteem, which often leads to more victimization. 
(van Geel et al., 2018) 


Children who are victimized but who have supportive 
friends are less likely to be caught in this vicious cycle 
than those who don’t (Cuadros & Berger, 2016; Kochel 
et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2019). 


Helping Unpopular Teens Psychologists have exper- 
imented with different sorts of interventions designed to 
improve the social skills of unpopular adolescents. These 
social-competence training programs have focused on 
three different strategies (Qualter et al., 2015). One type 
of program has been designed to teach social skills: 
self-expression, leadership, and how to converse. A sec- 
ond approach has been to have unpopular adolescents 
participate in group activities with popular ones under 
the supervision of psychologists. Finally some 
social-competence programs focus on a combination of 
behavioral and cognitive abilities, including social prob- 
lem solving. 

Social-problem-solving programs, such as PATHS 
(Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies), are designed 
to improve individuals' abilities to judge social situations 
and figure out acceptable ways of behaving. Adolescents 
are taught to calm down and think before they react, to 
decide what the problem is, to figure out what their goal 
is, and to think of positive approaches toward reaching 
that goal. Instead of lashing out at a classmate who 
grabbed the last basketball from a gym closet, for exam- 
ple, a hot-tempered boy who had been through this sort of 
program might calm himself down, tell himself that his 
goal is to play basketball rather than get into a fight, and 
approach another student to ask if he can get into a game. 
PATHS has been shown to effectively reduce behavioral 
problems among elementary school children (Conduct 
Problems Prevention Research Group, 1999). 


Bullies and Victims 


About one-third of students report having been physically 
bullied at some time during the past year, although in 
some studies, the percentage of students who report hav- 
ing been victimized has been considerably higher (Gold- 
bach, Sterzing, & Stuart, 2018). One problem in coming 
up with accurate estimates of the prevalence of bullying 
or victimization is that researchers and survey respon- 
dents define them in so many different ways (Hymel & 
Swearer, 2015); in addition, rates of physical bullying and 
victimization vary across school grades, declining consid- 
erably as students move through middle school and into 
high school (Ladd, Ettekal, & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2017). 
Sexual minority youth are especially likely to be bullied 
persistently and become depressed as a result (Kaufman, 
Baams, & Veenstra, 2020). 

For example, Latinx and Black students are less likely 
than White students to report having been bullied, but 
they are just as likely as White students to report having 
been hit, robbed, stolen from, put down, and having their 
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belongings damaged, which to most people qualifies as 
being bullied (Lai & Kao, 2018). Nevertheless, scholars 
differentiate bullying from other forms of aggression by 
its repetitive nature and by the imbalance of power that 
describes the bully and victim (Rodkin, Espelage, & Han- 
ish, 2015). Rates of victimization vary considerably from 
country to country, although around the world, adoles- 
cents who come from less affluent families are more 
likely to be bullied (Analitis et al., 2009). 

Interestingly, the prevalence of bullying is higher in 
schools and countries characterized by greater income 
inequality (Due et al., 2009; Menzer & Torney-Purta, 
2012). For example, bullying is far less prevalent in 
Sweden, where the gap between rich and poor is very 
small, than in Russia, where income inequality is much 
greater (see Figure 5.8). Apparently, it is more accept- 
able for the strong to victimize the weak in countries 
where having a wide gap between the economically 
“strong” and economically “weak” is also more widely 
tolerated. 

Although relationships between adolescents who dis- 
like each other have not been studied extensively, such 
mutual antipathies are not uncommon. These relation- 
ships frequently involve bullies and victims, often with an 
antisocial adolescent repeatedly harassing a withdrawn 
classmate (Güroglu et al., 2009). Although it may be dif- 
ficult to understand why teenagers who have been repeat- 
edly victimized by someone would maintain a friendship 
with the bully, victims may do so because they blame 
themselves, don't have other friends, or think that this is 
just the way things are. As one student put it (Bouchard, 
Smith, & Woods, 2021, p. 17): 


I know what friendship is supposed to be like and I wasnt 
feeling that anymore. But you see girls treating each other so 
badly everywhere in the media and movies and you see it 
every day at school so you start to change your mind. 


Adolescents who are bullies are also likely to assist 
and reinforce other bullies and, like the bullies they sup- 
port, are also more likely to have conduct problems, be 
callous and indifferent to the problems of others, and be 
"morally disengaged"—likely to justify unethical behav- 
ior as permissible (Van Noorden et al., 2015; Wang 
et al., 2017). 

Bullying is something that students can be exposed to 
both directly (when they are the victims) or indirectly 
(when they witness harassment but aren't themselves vic- 
timized). These two different types of experience have 
both similar and dissimilar effects (Janosz et al., 2008; 
Nishina & Juvonen, 2005). Being victimized or witness- 
ing the harassment of others makes students anxious, but, 
oddly enough, witnessing the harassment of others 
appears to buffer some of the harmful effects of being 
victimized (Yun & Juvonen, 2020). Adolescents who are 
victims of harassment but who do not see anyone else 
being victimized are more likely to feel humiliated and 
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Figure 5.8 Rates of bullying vary considerably from country to country. Bullying is more prevalent in countries with 


greater income inequality. (Due et al., 2009) 


angry than those who are both victims and witnesses. 
Presumably, being singled out for harassment feels worse 
than being just one of many who are picked on. 

For this reason, some studies find that in ethnically 
diverse schools, victimized students whose ethnic group 
is in the minority are not as harmed psychologically as 
are victimized students whose ethnic group is in the 
majority (Echols & Graham, 2016), who are less able to 
attribute their victimization to their ethnicity and more 
likely to blame it on their own shortcomings (Graham 
et al., 2009). Other studies have found that the adverse 
effects of being bullied are pretty much the same regard- 
less of a school's ethnic makeup, however (Mehari & 
Farrell, 2015). 


making the practical 
connection 


What can be done to reduce victimization in schools? If 
you were asked to design an intervention, what would it 
entail? 


Victimization Students who are harassed by their 
classmates report a range of adjustment problems, includ- 
ing low self-esteem, depression, suicide, sleep difficulties, 
and academic difficulties, as well as loneliness, problems 
in social skills, and difficulties in controlling negative 
emotions, such as anger and aggression (Donoghue & 
Meltzer, 2018; Eastman et al., 2018; Farrell et al., 2018; 
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Figure 5.9 A comprehensive 
study of 12- to 15-year-olds from 
48 countries found that 
adolescents' suicide attempts 
increase as a function of how 
frequently they are bullied. 
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Koyanagi et al., 2019; Pan et al., 2020) (see Figure 5.9). 
Brain imaging studies also find that victimization 
increases adolescents’ sensitivity to social cues, which 
may make them more susceptible to developing emo- 
tional and behavioral problems (Telzer et al., 2019) (see 
Figure 5.10). 

In some studies, these psychological problems have 
been shown to be the causes of victimization, rather than 
the consequences (Krygsman & Vaillancourt, 2017; Marsh 
et al., 2016), whereas in others, there is clear evidence that 
victimization leads to subsequent problems, some of 
which may persist into adulthood (Adrian et al., 2019). 
Many researchers believe that both processes are at work: 
Victims are drawn into a downward spiral, where victim- 
ization leads to emotional problems, heightened sensitiv- 
ity to rejection, and self-blame, which in turn prompt more 
victimization (Burke, Sticca, & Perren, 2017; Schacter & 
Juvonen, 2017; Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016). 

Attributing one’s victimization to one’s own deficien- 
cies (eg, it's something about me that I can't change) is 
more common in schools where victimization is less com- 
mon, but attributing it to bad decision making (e.g., I 
shouldn’t have walked there by myself) is more common 
in schools where there is a lot of victimization (Schacter 
& Juvonen, 2015). In schools where bullying is common, 
victims who believe that people cannot change are espe- 
cially likely to become depressed (Kaufman et al., 2020). 
Some adolescents who are victimized become alienated 
and disengaged from school and, ultimately, form bonds 
with antisocial peers, which draws the previously victim- 
ized teenagers into antisocial activity (Rudolph et al., 
2020; Totura, Karver, & Gesten, 2014). Some end up in 


friendship groups with other victimized peers, not so 
much because they actively choose each other as friends 
but because they are avoided by other students and have 
few other choices (Turanovic & Young, 2016). 

Although being bullied has adverse consequences 
regardless of whether other students witness it, public 
victimization, especially when other students watch but 
don’t offer any assistance, is particularly humiliating 
(Nishina, 2012). Sadly, the effects of being harassed in 
middle school are still observed in high school (Rusby 
et al., 2005) and later in adulthood (Wolke et al., 2013). 
Adolescents who are the victims of physical victimization 
are also likely to be the victims of relational victimization, 
suggesting that some of the characteristics that prompt 
one type of bullying also prompt the other (Casper & 
Card, 2017). 

One of the most pernicious effects of victimization is 
that it undermines academic performance, school atten- 
dance, school engagement, and feelings of academic com- 
petence, all of which has cascading effects well beyond 
adolescence; even after taking into account background 
factors, being bullied during adolescence is associated with 
lower educational attainment (Cornell et al., 2013), dimin- 
ished earnings in adulthood (Moore et al., 2016; Steiner & 
Rasberry, 2015), and victimization in the workplace, likely 
as a consequence of depression (Brendgen & Poulin, 
2018). Victimization can even harm cognitive development 
(Holmes, Kim-Spoon, & Deater-Deckard, 2016). 

Many adolescents who report having been victimized 
also report bullying others. These adolescents have the 
greatest adjustment problems, just as children who are 
both aggressive and withdrawn are typically the most 
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Figure 5.10 Adolescents who 
have been victimized show 
heightened activation of brain 
regions associated with monitoring 
the behavior of others. (Telzer et al., 
2019) 
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disturbed (Daukantaité, Lundh, & Wangby-Lundh, 2019; 
Stattin & Latina, 2018). One reason that bullying and 
victimization are often seen in the same children is that 
some adolescents react to victimization, especially those 
whose self-esteem is high, by becoming more aggressive 
and bullying other children (Choi & Park, 2018). (Vic- 
tims are more likely to become bullies than the reverse 
[Haltigan & Vaillancourt, 2014].) Another may be that 
certain elements of the broader context—the climate of 
the school, for instance—may increase or decrease the 
likelihood of aggression between classmates (Diazgranados 
& Selman, 2014). Teachers and principals may be able to 
make changes in their school’s climate in order to reduce 
aggression between students (Cornell, Shukla, & Konold, 
2015; Veenstra et al., 2014). 

Evaluations of school-based antibullying programs 
have shown small but significant effects when 
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implemented during elementary school, but no effect 
whatsoever after seventh grade; in fact, during high 
school, antibullying interventions may actually lead to 
more bullying (Yeager, Fong, Lee, & Espelage, 2015) (see 
Figure 5.11). Whether older teenagers are just more resis- 
tant to such efforts or whether they need different sorts of 
programs than those used with younger students isn’t 
known, but it is clear that much of the advice that 
bullying-prevention programs dispense just doesn’t reso- 
nate with teenagers (Ybarra et al., 2019). In light of this 
evidence, school administrators would be well advised to 
seek the advice of teenagers when designing schoolwide 
antibullying programs. 

What about students who see their classmates bul- 
lied? One study of bystanders found that onlookers were 
more likely to intervene and defend the victim in schools 
in which doing so was expected—not so much by teachers 
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Figure 5.11 Evaluations of antibullying programs show 
they are moderately effective in elementary school but 
not in high school, where they may even have negative 
consequences. (Yeager et al., 2015) 


but by other students (Banyard et al., 2020; Kollerováet al., 
2018). This has important implications for intervention 
because it suggests that reducing the incidence of bully- 
ing in schools should focus on all students and not just 
the bullies or victims (Mulvey et al., 2019; Tu, Erath, & 
Flanagan, 2012). 

Researchers are also studying the conditions under 
which students who witness someone being bullied will 
intervene to try to stop it, as well as the characteristics of 
students who are more likely to intervene (Meter & Card, 
2015). Bystanders who intervene when someone is bul- 
lied are themselves more likely to have supportive rela- 
tionships with teachers and friends, to be more religious, 
and to have a strong sense of ethnic identity (Evans & 
Smokowski, 2015; Jungert, Piroddi, & Thornberg, 2016). 
Itis important to note, however, that a significant amount 
of bullying occurs outside of school; according to one 
national survey, in fact, more high school students 
reported being victimized outside school than at school 
(Turner et al., 2011). 

Adolescents' responses to being bullied vary. One study 
found that there were four categories of victims: those 
who were mainly passive (e.g., ignoring the bully or walk- 
ing away), those who were mainly aggressive (e.g., fighting 
back, either physically or verbally), those who were sup- 
port-seeking (e.g., telling a parent), and those who did a 
little of everything. Support-seeking was reported by mid- 
dle school students but was rarely seen in high school, 
perhaps because at this age, asking an adult for help in 
responding to a bully is seen as immature and weak, and 
may invite more victimization (Dirks et al., 2017) 
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Victims who used passive 
strategies reported fewer emo- 
tional or behavioral problems 
than those who fought back, 
sought help, or used a mixture of approaches (Waasdorp 
& Bradshaw, 2011), although feeling supported by par- 
ents or teachers (if not directly asking for their help) 
seems to have a protective effect against the adverse 
effects of victimization (Yeung Thompson & Leadbeater, 
2013), as does having a stronger sense of self (Santo et al., 
2018). Other studies find that victims who avoid blaming 
themselves for having been bullied and respond by behav- 
ing proactively (avoiding the bully), rather than retaliat- 
ing, fare better (Singh & Bussey, 2011). 


cyberbullying 
Bullying that occurs over the 
Internet or via cell phones. 


Cyberbullying 


Rates of cyberbullying (e.g., bullying that occurs electron- 
ically) vary considerably from study to study, in part 
because researchers define cyberbullying in different 
ways (Patton et al., 2014). Physical bullying is more com- 
mon; nearly 35% of students have been the victim of phys- 
ical bullying, compared with about 15 to 20% who have 
been victims of electronic bullying (Modecki et al., 2014; 
Payne & Hutzell, 2017; Tsitsika et al., 2015). Even still, 
cyberbullying affects victims in ways that are similar to 
physical bullying (Bonanno & Hymel, 2013). Adolescents 
who are bullied frequently online report high levels of 
distress, anger, shame, aggression, sleep difficulties, and 
even physical symptoms (Espinoza, 2015; Holfeld & 
Mishna, 2019; Jose & Vierling, 2018; Tsitsika et al., 2015), 
although not to the same degree as reported by those who 
are victims of physical bullying (Espinoza, Schacter, & 
Juvonen, 2020; Kubiszewski et al., 2015; Wright, 2017). 


Although cyberbullying receives a lot of media attention, it is 
only about half as common as face-to-face bullying. Andrey 
Shadrin/Getty Images 
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Unlike physical bullying, which declines over early— 
adolescence, cyberbullying becomes more common 
(Espinoza, Schacter, & Juvonen, 2020; Festl et al., 2017). 
In general, girls and boys use cyberbullying differently: 
Girls use it to spread gossip and rumors, whereas boys 
use it to directly insult others (Bradbury, Dubow, & 
Dornoff, 2018; Festl et al., 2017). 

Many large-scale studies—including a review of 55 
research reports that collectively included more than 
250,000 American adolescents—find that being cyberbul- 
lied is associated with both emotional and behavioral 
problems (Fisher, Gardella, & Teurbe-Tolon, 2016). 
According to a study of more than 30,000 Canadian teen- 
agers, males and females are affected differently by being 
cyberbullied: Girls are more likely to develop emotional 
problems (such as depression or anxiety), whereas boys 
are more likely to develop behavioral ones (such as fight- 
ing or delinquent activity) (Kim et al., 2018; Trompeter, 
Bussey, & Fitzpatrick, 2018). Either way, reading some- 
thing negative about yourself online, being attacked by 
peers in social media, or discovering that you have been 
socially excluded can be very distressing (Cole et al., 
2016; Landoll et al., 2015). Adolescents use a variety of 
strategies to deal with cyberbullying, with boys more 
likely than girls to retaliate and girls more likely than boys 
to distract themselves or seek the support of others (Brad- 
bury, Dubow, & Dornoff, 2018) (see Figure 5.12). 

Most adolescents who engage in traditional bullying 
also frequently engage in cyberbullying, and adolescents 
who are frequent victims of traditional bullying are also 
frequent victims of electronic harassment (Festl et al., 
2017; Resnik & Bellmore, 2019; Waasdorp & Bradshaw, 
2015). And, as is the case with physical bullying, adoles- 
cents who are both perpetrators and victims of cyberbul- 
lying have the most problematic histories (Buelga, 
Martinez-Ferrer, & Cava, 2017). Contrary to popular 
belief, most cyberbullying is not anonymous, and most 
victims of online bullying suspect a friend or someone 
else from their school (Juvonen & Gross, 2008; Waas- 
dorp & Bradshaw, 2015). 


3.50 


Not surprisingly, bullies who "specialize" in cyberbul- 
lying, which takes a bit of planning, tend to be less reac- 
tive in their aggression and more instrumental, often 
using electronic bullying to enhance their own social sta- 
tus (Sontag et al., 2011), and they tend to be more popu- 
lar and better adjusted than those who engage in physical 
bullying (Ranney & Troop-Gordon, 2020; Resett & 
Gámez-Guadix, 2017). They and their classmates are 
also less likely to view cyberbullying as wrong 
(Gámez-Guadix & Gini, 2016; Talwar, Gomez-Garibello, 
& Shariff, 2014), and the more often teenagers witness 
cyberbullying, the more likely they are to become more 
emotionally inured to it, which is important because per- 
petrators of cyberbullying tend to be less empathic over 
time, which may make them more likely to engage in the 
behavior (Brewer & Kerslake, 2015; Coelho & March- 
ante, 2018; Pabian et al., 2016). Interestingly, whereas 
conventional bullying tends to make adolescents less 
popular, cyberbullying tends to have the opposite effect 
(Wegge et al., 2014). 

Adolescents are more likely to engage in cyberbully- 
ing if they believe that their friends are, too (Piccoli 
et al., 2020); if they have poor relationships with their 
parents (Boniel-Nissim & Sasson, 2018; Buelga, Marti- 
nez-Ferrer, & Cava, 2017); and if their parents are 
unaware of their online behavior, have few rules about 
Internet use, or overestimate the success of their rules 
regarding their child's Internet use (Barlett & Fennel, 
2018; Lozano-Blasco, Cortés-Pascual, &  Latorre- 
Martínez, 2020). Experts suggest that parents need to 
familiarize themselves with social media and talk with 
their teenagers about their online experiences (Under- 
wood & Ehrenreich, 2017). Teenagers whose parents 
monitor their Internet activity are less likely to be 
harassed. Monitoring appears to be more effective than 
the imposition of restrictions on computer use, although 
limiting adolescents’ Internet access in their bedroom 
appears to help (Khurana, Bleakley, Jordan, & Romer, 
2015; Stockdale, Coyne, & Padilla-Walker, 2018). There 
also is evidence that making the school environment 
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Figure 5.12 Adolescent boys and girls deal with cyberbullying in different ways. (Bradbury, 


Dubow, & Dornoff, 2018) 


safer and more supportive may reduce cyberbullying 
(Holfeld & Leadbeater, 2017). 


The Peer Group and Psychosocial 
Development 


Regardless of the structure or norms of a particular peer 
group, peers play an extremely important role in the psy- 
chological development of adolescents. Problematic peer 
relationships are associated with a range of serious psy- 
chological and behavior problems during adolescence 
and adulthood. Individuals who are unpopular or who 
have poor peer relationships during adolescence are more 
likely than their socially accepted peers to be low achiev- 
ers in school, drop out of high school, show higher rates 
of delinquent behavior, and suffer from an array of emo- 
tional and mental health problems as adults. Although it 
is likely that poorly adjusted individuals have difficulty 
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making friends, psychological problems result from—as 
well as cause—problems with peers (Marion et al., 2013; 
Witvliet et al., 2010). 

Adolescents consider the time they spend with their 
peers to be among the most enjoyable parts of the day. 
One reason is that activities with friends are typically 
organized around having a good time, in contrast to activ- 
ities with parents, which are more likely to be organized 
around household chores or the enforcement of parental 
rules (Larson, 1983). Rather than being competing insti- 
tutions, the family and peer group mainly provide con- 
trasting opportunities for adolescent activities and 
behaviors. The family is organized around work and other 
tasks, and it is likely important in the socialization of 
responsibility and achievement. The peer group provides 
more frequent opportunities for interaction and leisure, 
which contribute to the development of intimacy and 
enhance the adolescents mood and psychological 
well-being. 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 
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The Effects of School on Adolescent 
Development 


Because of the important and multifaceted role it 
has come to play in modern society, our system of secondary 
education—middle schools, junior high schools, and high 
schools—has been the target of a remarkable amount of 
criticism, scrutiny, and research. 

Secondary school touches the lives of all adolescents in 
industrialized societies, as well as an increasingly larger pro- 
portion of the population in the developing world. Virtually 
all American adolescents under the age of 17 and nearly all 
17- and 18-year-olds are enrolled in school. In most develop- 
ing countries, attending high school is much more common 
among children of the wealthy, often because poor families 
need their adolescents to work. But even in the poorest 
parts of the world—sub-Saharan Africa, for example—more 
than 60% of adolescents are enrolled in secondary school, 
although rates around the world vary considerably from 
country to country (United Nations, 2018). 

Schooling is as time-consuming as it is pervasive. 
Between ages 11 and 18, the typical American student will 
spend about 8,000 hours in school—not even counting 
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time on homework and school-related activities outside 
of school. 

In this chapter, we examine the organization and work- 
ings of secondary schools at multiple levels of analysis. Per- 
haps your first inclination is to think about what takes place 
in the classroom. While this is important, a thorough under- 
standing of schooling and its impact on adolescent devel- 
opment requires going beyond the classroom. What takes 
place in the classroom is influenced by the way in which the 
school is organized, and the way in which the school is 
organized, in turn, is influenced by the needs and demands 
of the community and of society. Unlike the family or peer 
group, whose structure is not under the direct or deliberate 
control of society, schools are environments created to 
serve specific purposes. In many respects, the schools we 
have today—for all their strengths and weaknesses—are 
the schools we designed. This is 
abundantly clear when we look 
at the history of secondary edu- 
cation in America. 


secondary education 
Middle schools, junior high 


schools, and high schools. 


The Broader Context of U.S. 
Secondary Education 


Today in the United States, virtually all young people ages 
14 to 17 are enrolled in school. In 1930, only about half of 
this age group were students, and at the turn of the twen- 
tieth century, only | in 10 was (see Figure 6.1) (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2019; D. Tanner, 1972) 
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Figure 6:1 The proportion of the 14- to 17-year-old 
population enrolled in school increased dramatically 
between 1910 and 1940, continued to increase until 
1970, and then leveled off. Today, more than 95% of 


individuals this age are in school. (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2019; D. Tanner, 1972) 


Not only are there considerably more youngsters 
enrolled in school today than 50 years ago, but today's 
students also spend more days per year in school. In 
1920, for example, the average school term was 162 days, 
and the average student attended for only 121 days, or 
75% of the term. By 1968, however, the school term had 
been lengthened to around 180 days, which remains the 
national average, and the typical student today attends 
more than 9076 of the term (National Center for Educa- 
tion Statistics, 2019). 

Adolescents also remain in school for more years now 
than they did in previous eras. In 1924, fewer than 3376 of 
all youngsters entering the fifth grade eventually gradu- 
ated from high school; today, more than 85% of all high 
school students graduate on time, and a substantial num- 
ber of those who do not eventually get their diploma, 
either by completing high school at a later date or through 
equivalency programs or continuation schools (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2019). 


The Origins of Secondary Education 


The rise of secondary education in America was the result 
of several historical and social trends that converged at 
the turn of the twentieth century. Most important were 
industrialization, urbanization, and immigration. 
Following widespread industrialization during the late 
nineteenth century, the role of children and young adoles- 
cents in the workplace changed dramatically. As productiv- 
ity became more dependent on workers' use of machines, 
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comprehensive high school 
An educational institution that 
evolved during the first half of 
the twentieth century, offering 
a varied curriculum and 
designed to meet the needs 
of a diverse population of 
adolescents. 
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employers recognized that they 
needed employees who were 
more skilled than youngsters 
ordinarily were. In addition, the 
few unskilled jobs that remained 
after industrialization required 
strength beyond the capacity 
of many youth (Church, 1976). 
Social reformers expressed con- 
cerns about the dangers children faced working in facto- 
ries, and labor unions—an increasingly powerful force in 
the early 1900s—sought to protect not only the welfare of 
children but their own job security. New child labor laws 
narrowed and limited the employment of minors (Bakan, 
1972). Together, these changes kept many youngsters out 
of the labor force. 

Life in American cities was changing markedly. Indus- 
trialization brought with it urbanization and, along with 
several waves of immigrants, new problems. The effects 
of a rapidly expanding economy were seen in the tene- 
ments and slums of America’s cities: poor housing, over- 
crowded neighborhoods, crime. Eager to improve living 
conditions for the masses, social reformers envisioned 
education as a means of improving the lives of the poor 
and working classes. Many also saw compulsory second- 
ary education as a means of social control. High schools 
would take thousands of idle young people off the streets 
and place them in an environment where they could be 
supervised and kept out of trouble. By 1915, the idea of 
universal compulsory education for adolescents had 
gained widespread acceptance. 

Prior to the early twentieth century, high schools were 
for the elite. In curriculum, staff, and student composi- 
tion, they were similar to the colleges of the day, with the 


The proportion of American adolescents enrolled in high school 
grew dramatically between 1920 and 1940. Alpha Stock/Alamy 
Stock Photo 


emphasis mainly on classical liberal arts instruction 
(Church, 1976; D. Tanner, 1972). By 1920, educators saw 
a need for curricular reform. Now that secondary educa- 
tion was aimed at the masses, schooling was not just a 
means of intellectual training but also a way of preparing 
youth for life in modern society. School reformers argued 
that education should be more practical and include 
preparation for work and citizenship. Anxious to see that 
foreign-born immigrants were well socialized into the 
American way of life, reformers presented universal sec- 
ondary education as a necessary part of Americanization 
(Church, 1976; D. Tanner, 1972). 

The 1920s marked the birth in the United States of 
what came to be known as the comprehensive high school, 
an educational institution that promised to meet the 
needs of a diverse and growing population of young peo- 
ple. Classes in general education, college preparation, 
and vocational education were all housed under one roof. 
New courses were added in music, art, family life, health, 
physical education, and other subjects designed to pre- 
pare adolescents for family and leisure as well as work. 

By the middle of the twentieth century, the high school 
had come a long way from its exclusive focus at the turn 
of the century on the intellectual development of the 
elite. Its concern had broadened to include the social and 
intellectual development of all young people. 


School Reform: Past and Present 


Although we naturally think of schools as institutions 
whose primary goal is education, they are much more 
than this. During the COVID-19 pandemic, when many 
communities were unable to open schools and were 
forced to educate students remotely, maintaining the aca- 
demic side of school was only one consideration. Schools 
provide breakfast and lunch to students from impover- 
ished families. They offer extracurricular activities that 
keep students occupied and supervised during afternoon 
hours, when parents are at work. Schools are also poten- 
tially important tools of social intervention, such as pub- 
lic health campaigns to reduce smoking, unsafe sex, and 
bullying. And, of course, they provide the main setting 
in which adolescents socialize with their peers. One rea- 
son that schools today are asked to do so much more than 
educate adolescents is that new demands are placed on 
schools every time a different social problem involving 
adolescents receives widespread attention. 


No Child Left Behind Toward the end of the 1990s, 
concerns grew that inner-city schools were not producing 
graduates who could compete for high-skills jobs. In 
response to a public increasingly interested in alternatives 
to conventional public education, such as charter schools 
or home schooling, schools were called upon to raise 
standards for all students (e.g., Ravitch, 2001). In January 
2002, President George W. Bush signed into law the No 


Child Left Behind Act, a sweeping and controversial 
piece of legislation mandating that states ensure that all 
students, regardless of their economic circumstances, 
achieve academic proficiency (U.S. Department of Edu- 
cation, 2006). No Child Left Behind (NCLB) required 
that schools create and enforce academic standards by 
annually testing all students and by reporting the results 
of students’ performance to the public. Underperforming 
schools—schools in which students’ test scores did not 
improve—would be given an opportunity to do a better job 
the following year by providing additional instruction, 
tutoring, or special services for students who needed 
them. But schools that continued to fail eventually would 
have funding taken away and might be forced to close. 

On the face of it, NCLB sounds reasonable enough. 
Today, a huge proportion of American students do not 
meet even minimal standards for academic perfor- 
mance, and poor performance is disproportionately 
seen among disadvantaged, Black, Latinx, and Native 
American students. Many commentators had criticized 
the practice of social promotion—moving students from 
one grade to the next regardless of their academic 
performance—arguing that poor and ethnic minority 
youth especially were being cheated out of a good educa- 
tion and graduated without the skills necessary to succeed 
in college or the labor force (Steinberg, 1996). Forcing 
schools to regularly assess student progress and publi- 
cize how students were faring would give parents and 
the community the information they needed to put pres- 
sure on schools to do better. 

Although NCLB sounded good in principle, it met 
with tremendous resistance from the start (Darling- 
Hammond, 2006). States complained that they did 
not have the resources to conduct the mandated 


Assessing student achievement has been the focus of American 
education policy for the past two decades. Critics have com- 
plained that too much time is being spent testing students. 

Klaus Vedfelt/Getty Images 
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assessments or to respond to 
failing students’ poor perfor- 
mance. Teachers and parents 
complained that the focus on 
standardized testing adversely 
affects what takes place in the 
classroom: If a school’s finan- 
cial future depends only on 
test scores, why should teach- 
ers do anything other than 
teach to the test? 

Many questions about NCLB were raised: What hap- 
pens to subjects that will not appear on the test, such as 
current events, or to the teaching of skills that are impos- 
sible to assess through standardized exams, such as 
critical thinking? Who determines how tough the tests are 
or what level of achievement is acceptable? And, with 
millions of dollars at stake, what was to stop schools from 
manipulating their scores by encouraging poor-performing 
students to be absent on testing days or by helping stu- 
dents cheat on the tests, which some schools did (Levitt 
& Dubner, 2005)? Some critics of NCLB argued that it 
was having the opposite effect of what was intended, 
providing incentives for schools to push low-achieving 
students out (Darling-Hammond, 2006). Nevertheless, 
the movement toward performance-based accountability— 
holding teachers, schools, school districts, and states 
accountable for the achievement of their students—has 
been the most important change in the world of American 
education in the past 25 years (Elmore, 2009). 

Some critics have worried that the shift in focus to 
standardized testing would discourage schools from using 
assignments that improve important capacities such as 
self-control, persistence, and determination—which are 
critical for success but more likely influenced through 
working on longer-term projects than studying for tests 
(Duckworth, Quinn, & Tsukayama, 2012). As research 
began to accumulate indicating that “noncognitive 
skills"—such as grit, empathy, and self-control—were just 
as significant influences on school success as intelligence 
or scholastic aptitude, experts began to call for schools to 
add “socioemotional learning” to their curriculum in 
order to stimulate the growth of social skills, self-reliance, 
and self-management (National Commission on Social, 
Emotional, and Academic Development, 2018). 

No Child Left Behind remained in place after President 
Barack Obama took office in 2009, although his adminis- 
tration sought to fix many of the problems that had devel- 
oped during the policy’s early years: that schools were 
“gaming the system” by setting their standards especially 
low, so that they could report that a high proportion of 
their students were making passing grades; that teachers 
were teaching to the test in order to avoid being punished if 
their students tested poorly; and that school districts were 
reporting schoolwide average scores without revealing that 
there were huge achievement gaps between the low- and 


social promotion 
The practice of promoting 


of their school performance. 


critical thinking 
Thinking that involves 
analyzing, evaluating, and 


than simply memorizing it. 
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students from one grade to the 
next automatically, regardless 


interpreting information, rather 
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standards-based reform 
Policies designed to improve 
achievement by holding 
schools and students to a 
predetermined set of 
standards measured by 
achievement tests. 


Common Core 
A proposed set of standards in 
language arts and mathematics 
that all American schools 
would be expected to use. 


charter schools 
Public schools that have been 
given the autonomy to 
establish their own curricula 
and teaching practices. 
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high-performing students. Presi- 
dent Obama’s education secre- 
tary stressed the need to have 
high standards for all students 
and, just as important, a set of 
common standards across all 
50 states (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2009). 

The Obama administration 
also tried to build more flexibil- 
ity into NCLB by encouraging 
schools to experiment with 
different approaches to raising 
student achievement through a 
competition called “Race to the 
Top.” As new research began to 
demonstrate the importance of 
having high-quality teachers, 
schools were encouraged to develop better ways of evalu- 
ating their teachers, helping teachers improve their class- 
room skills, and replacing poor teachers with better ones. 
Unfortunately, “Race to the Top” didn’t change high 
school student achievement any more than NCLB did 
(Steinberg, 2014a). 

Debates about how to turn America’s high schools 
around have continued. After President Donald Trump 
took office, he appointed a Secretary of Education whose 
main priority was expanding and strengthening parents’ 
ability to choose their child’s school. Although, like all 
education policy makers, her ultimate goal was to improve 
student achievement, she argued that the best way to do 
this is to encourage schools to improve by having them 
compete for students by letting parents use govern- 
ment-funded education vouchers across an array of con- 
ventional, charter, and private schools (including schools 
with religious affiliations). Critics of this approach argued 
that it would drain money from public school districts 
and create further gaps in quality between schools for 
children from affluent families (who would use their own 
resources to supplement the vouchers and withdraw their 
children from public schools) and poor ones. 

During President Joseph Biden’s first year, his admin- 
istration’s secondary education policy focused mainly on 
developing strategies for reopening the nation’s middle 
schools and high schools, as the COVID-19 pandemic 
began to wane somewhat, mainly as a result of the mas- 
sive push to vaccinate as many Americans as possible, 
including many secondary school students. Once schools 
reopen, the Biden’s education team plans to turn their 
attention to undoing many of President Trump’s educa- 
tion initiatives and, especially, reversing the flow of 
money that has been diverted to private schools through 
voucher programs and other mechanisms, so that public 
schools are better funded. One explicit goal of this plan is 
to close longstanding achievement gaps between students 
from different socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds. 


What Should Schools Teach? 


Suppose you are asked to list the things you think young 
people need to know in order to be competent, responsi- 
ble, satisfied adults. Which items on your list should be 
the responsibility of high schools? Should high school 
curricula be limited to traditional academic subjects, or 
should schools play a broader role in preparing young peo- 
ple for adulthood by providing instruction more directly 
relevant to work, family, leisure, and citizenship? Should 
students receive instruction only in English, mathematics, 
science, and social studies, or should they take courses as 
well in “general education"—in subjects such as art, home 
economics, health, sex education, driver education, and 
personal finance? Which courses should be required, and 
which should be left as electives? 


Standards-Based Reform The past five decades 
have been dominated by what is called standards-based 
reform, which focuses on policies designed to improve 
achievement by holding schools and students to a prede- 
termined set of benchmarks measured by achievement 
tests. This gave rise to proposals that American schools 
adopt the Common Core, a set of standards in English 
language arts and mathematics that schools across the 
country would be expected to use to evaluate whether 
their students were learning what they ought to learn in 
each grade. Although states were given wide flexibility in 
how they would implement the standards—they would 
have control over the curriculum and instructional meth- 
ods they would use—the Common Core continues to be 
controversial. Many states that signed on to the plan ini- 
tially have since broken from it. 

Like NCLB, standards-based reform sounds good in 
principle, but implementing this change has been more dif- 
ficult than you might think. Educators haven’t been able to 
agree on the body of knowledge and skills that comprise 
what high school graduates should know and be able to do. 
And, as states soon discovered, large numbers of their stu- 
dents did not fully acquire the knowledge and capabilities 
assessed on standardized graduation examinations. It 
sounds reasonable to require that all high school seniors 
pass a graduation test in order to earn a diploma, but what 
happens when one-third or one-half of a state’s high school 
seniors fail the test, as was the case in many parts of the 
country when the new standards and tests were first imple- 
mented? The economic, social, and political costs of hold- 
ing back such large numbers of students because they 
could not pass these “exit exams” was simply too great. 
This created a huge incentive for states to develop exams 
with very low requirements for passing, which, of course, 
defeats the whole purpose of standards-based reform. 

Amid widespread disappointment over the state of 
public education in America, increasing numbers of 
parents began to look at other options—among them, 
charter schools (public schools that are given more 


freedom to set their own curricula), schools that are run 
by private corporations rather than local school boards, 
home schooling, and government-subsidized school 
vouchers (which can be used for private school tuition). 
Although all of these alternatives gained popularity 
during the late 1990s, research on their costs and benefits 
has been inconclusive (Steinberg, 2014a). There is con- 
siderable variability among charter, for-profit, and private 
schools, as well as homeschooling environments, just as 
there is among public schools. What takes place within a 
school is probably more important than the nature of its 
funding and oversight. 


cae ied SE 
connection 


The United States is one of the only industrialized 
countries in the world that does not have national 


graduation examinations that are administered to all 
students, regardless of where they go to school. Do you 
think having national exams is a good or bad idea? Why 
do you think this practice is not as popular in the United 
States as it is elsewhere? 


Education in the Inner Cities 


The education crisis, and its implications for the future 
of the labor force, is especially urgent within inner-city 
public schools. Indeed, the achievement gap between 
White and nonwhite youngsters, which had been closing 
for some time, grew wider during the 1990s, especially in 
large urban school districts. It narrowed again toward the 
end of the twentieth century but has remained substantial 
since. Indeed, the race gap in achievement is nearly as 
large now as it was in the 1960s (Hanusshek, 2016). 
Although there are occasional success stories, such as 
the Harlem Children’s Zone (Tough, 2008) or KIPP 
(www.kipp.org), a system of charter schools that creates 
a culture of achievement, maintains high expectations for 
all students, and emphasizes character development as 
well as academics, inner-city schools in America continue 
to have tremendous problems. Just 10% of the high 
schools in the United States produce half of the country's 
dropouts, and one-third of Black and Latinx students 
attend one of these “dropout factories” (Sparks, 2015). 
And, although there have been modest improvements in 
some subjects at some grade levels, the gap in achieve- 
ment between Black and Latinx students, on the one 
hand, and White and Asian students, on the other, remains 
very wide. Among 8th-graders, for example, 61% of Asian 
students and 43% of White students are proficient in 
math, compared to 19% of Latinx students and 13% of 
Black students. Huge gaps exist in reading as well, with 
57% of Asian students and 42% of White students profi- 
cient, compared to 22% of Latinx students and 15% of 
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School reform has failed in many urban districts. Many commen- 
tators believe that it is necessary to change the community, not 
just the school. Don Tremain/Alamy Stock Photo 


Black students (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2020). In the nation’s large inner-city public schools, 
fewer than 20% of students are judged proficient in 
science, a fact that has enormous implications for these 
adolescents’ chances at success in an increasingly 
high-tech economy (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2019a). 

Why has school reform failed in so many urban 
schools? Experts point to several factors. 

First, the concentration of poverty in many inner-city 
communities has produced a population of students 
with an array of personal problems—problems that few 
schools are equipped or able to address (Farrell et al., 
2007). Recent surveys of American high school students 
indicate that so many are afraid of being victimized that 
nearly 10% of American high school students did not go 
to school during the month prior to the survey (Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). About 15% 
said that they had been threatened with a weapon, such 
as a gun or knife, and 20% said 
that they had been bullied 
during the past month. Many 
urban school districts are bur- 
dened by huge administrative 


vouchers 
Government-subsidized 
vouchers that can be used 
for private school tuition. 
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schools within schools 
Subdivisions of the student 
body within large schools 
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bureaucracies that impede reform and hinder educa- 
tional innovation. Students in urban schools report less 
of a sense of “belonging” to their school, which leads 
to disengagement and poor achievement (Anderman, 
2002). And the erosion of job opportunities in inner- 
city communities has left many students with little 
incentive to remain in school or to devote a great deal of 
effort to academic pursuits, a worry that likely increased 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Many reformers now 
believe that to fix the problems of urban education, 
we must change the entire context in which inner-city 
children live, not merely what goes on in their schools 
(Tough, 2008). 


The Social Organization 
of Schools 


In addition to debating curricular issues, social scientists 
interested in school reform have discussed the ways in 
which secondary schools should be organized. Because 
the organization of a school affects students’ day-to-day 
experiences, variations in school organization can have 
profound effects on adolescents’ development and behav- 
ior. In this section, we examine the research on five key 
aspects of school organization: (1) school and classroom 
size, (2) different approaches to age grouping, (3) track- 
ing, or the grouping of students in classes according to 
their academic abilities, (4) the ethnic composition of 
schools, and (5) public versus private schools. 


School Size and Class Size 


As the idea of the comprehensive high school gained 
widespread acceptance, educators attempted to deliver a 
wider range of courses and services under a single roof. 
As a consequence, schools became larger and larger over 
the course of the twentieth century. By the end of the 
1990s, in many metropolitan areas, students attended 
enormous schools, with enrollments of several thousand 
students. 


Is Bigger Better? One advantage enjoyed by larger 
schools is that they can offer a more varied curriculum; a 
large high school, for instance, may be able to offer many 
specialized courses that a small school is unable to staff. 
But is bigger necessarily better? Most research conducted 
over the past 40 years says no. 

Evaluations of school reform efforts have found that 
student performance and interest in school improve when 
their schools are made less 
bureaucratic and more inti- 
mate. Numerous studies indi- 
cate that students achieve more 


created to foster feelings of 


belongingness. 


when they attend schools that 
create a cohesive sense of 


community (Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2004). Students’ 
attachment to school is weaker in larger schools, particu- 
larly when the number of students in a grade exceeds 400 
(Holas & Huston, 2012; Weiss, Carolan, & Baker-Smith, 
2010). Studies also find that there is more inequality in 
students’ educational experiences in larger schools, where 
students may be sorted into tracks of differing quality. In 
small schools, in contrast, it is more likely that all stu- 
dents are exposed to the same curriculum, if only because 
the school cannot afford to offer more than one. 

School size especially affects the participation of stu- 
dents whose grades are not very good. In large schools, 
academically marginal students often feel like outsiders 
and rarely get involved in school activities. In small 
schools, however, these students feel a sense of involve- 
ment and obligation equal to that of more academically 
successful students. The ideal size of a high school is 
between 600 and 900 students (Lee & Smith, 1997). 

While school size may affect academic outcomes, it 
does not necessarily affect students’ emotional attach- 
ment to the institution (Anderman, 2002) or their mental 
health (Watt, 2003). Contrary to widespread opinion, 
there is no evidence that rates of student victimization are 
higher in larger schools, although victimization is less 
likely in schools where the student-teacher ratio is lower, 
perhaps because it is easier for schools to establish and 
enforce norms about how to behave (Gottfredson & 
DiPietro, 2011; Klein & Cornell, 2010). In addition, many 
large schools are divided into schools within schools. 
Although few such transformations have been studied 
systematically, the existing research indicates both advan- 
tages and disadvantages to this approach. On the positive 
side, creating schools within schools leads to the develop- 
ment of a more positive social environment; on the nega- 
tive side, though, if not done carefully, schools may 
inadvertently create “schools” within one school that 
vary considerably in their educational quality. 

One potential advantage of larger schools is that they 
can support more athletic teams, after-school clubs, and 
student organizations. But because large schools also 
contain so many more students, actual rates of participa- 
tion in different activities are only half as high in large 
schools as in smaller ones. As a result, in larger schools, 
students tend more often to be observers than partici- 
pants in school activities. For instance, during the fall, a 
small school and a large school might each field teams in 
football, soccer, and cross-country running, together 
requiring a total of 100 students. An individual’s chances 
of being 1 of those 100 students are greater in a school 
that has only 500 students than in a school with an enroll- 
ment of 4,000. 

In a small school, chances are that most students even- 
tually will find themselves on a team, in the student gov- 
ernment, or in an extracurricular organization. Students 
in small schools also are more likely to be placed in posi- 
tions of leadership and responsibility, and they more 


often report having done things that made them feel con- 
fident and diligent. 


What About Class Size? Encouraged by the results 
of research on smaller schools, many politicians have 
called for smaller classes. However, in contrast to studies 
of schools, studies of classrooms indicate that variations 
within the typical range of classroom sizes—from 20 to 
40 students—do not affect students’ scholastic achievement 
once they have reached adolescence. Small classes bene- 
fit young elementary school children (up until third 
grade), who may need more individualized instruction 
(Finn, Gerber, & Boyd-Zaharias, 2005), but adolescents 
in classes with 40 students learn just as much as those in 
classes with 20 (Mosteller, Light, & Sachs, 1996). 

An important exception to this finding involves situa- 
tions that call for highly individualized instruction or 
tutoring, where smaller classes are more effective even at 
the high school level. For example, in remedial classes, in 
which teachers must give a great deal of attention to each 
student, small classes are valuable. One implication of 
these findings is that it may be profitable for schools to 
increase the size of regular classes (e.g., from 25 students 
to 40) and reduce the number of classrooms in a school, 
which would allow the school to free up some teachers, 
add more classes for students who need specialized, 
small-group instruction, and keep these class sizes small. 


Age Grouping and School Transitions 


Early in the twentieth century, most school districts sepa- 
rated youngsters into an elementary school (which had 
either six or eight grades) and a secondary school (which 


Researchers have studied whether young adolescents fare bet- 
ter or worse in middle schools or junior high schools that sepa- 
rate them from children and older adolescents. Many districts 
are eliminating these schools and returning to a model that has 
just an elementary school and a high school. Maskot/Corbis 
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had either four or six grades). 
Students changed schools once 
(after either sixth or eighth 
grade). However, many educa- 
tors felt that the two-school sys- 
tem was unable to meet the 
special needs of young adoles- 
cents, whose intellectual and 
emotional maturity was greater 
than that expected in elemen- 
tary school but not yet at the 
level necessary for high school. 
During the early years of com- 
pulsory secondary education, the establishment of sepa- 
rate schools for young adolescents began, and the junior 
high school (which contained the seventh, eighth, and 
sometimes ninth grades) was born (Hechinger, 1993). 
Toward the end of the twentieth century, the middle 
school—a three- or four-year school housing the seventh 
and eighth grades with one or more younger grades— 
gained in popularity, replacing the junior high school in 
many districts (Elmore, 2009). 

In recent years, many school districts have moved 
away from housing young adolescents separately and are 
returning to a two-school model (usually kindergarten 
through eighth grade and ninth grade through 12th), in 
light of studies showing that students demonstrate higher 
achievement and fewer behavioral problems under this 
arrangement (Weiss & Baker-Smith, 2010). It is import- 
ant to note, however, that the particular grade configura- 
tion of a school is less important than the school’s 
educational climate and quality of instruction (Elmore, 
making the scientific 


2009; Holas & Huston, 2012). 

connection D 

In light of what you know about development during early 
adolescence, what do you think of the idea of eliminating 
separate middle schools and dividing schools in a district 


into one serving grades kindergarten through eighth and 
the other serving grades ninth through 12th? 


junior high school 
An educational institution 


in which young adolescents 


older adolescents. 


middle school 

An educational institution 
housing 7th- and 8th-grade 
students along with 
adolescents who are 

1 or 2 years younger. 


The Transition into Secondary School Many stud- 
ies find that students’ academic motivation, school 
engagement, and school grades drop as they move 
from elementary into middle or junior high school 
(Castro-Schilo et al., 2016; Dotterer, McHale, & Crouter, 
2009). Scores on standardized achievement tests don’t 
decline during this same time, though, suggesting that the 
drop in grades may be more a reflection of changes in 
grading practices and student motivation than in stu- 
dents’ knowledge (Eccles, 2004). There is some recovery 
of motivation and perseverance over the course of middle 
school, but, after increasing, these tend to plateau after 


designed during the early era 
of public secondary education 


are schooled separately from 
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the transition to high school (Shubert, Wray-Lake, & 
McKay, 2020). 

Researchers also have examined how transitioning to a 
new school affects student achievement and behavior. In 
many of these studies, researchers compare school arrange- 
ments in which students remain in elementary school until 
eighth grade—that is, in which they change schools once— 
with arrangements in which they move from elementary 
school, to middle or junior high school, and then to high 
school—in which they change schools twice. 

In general, school transitions, whenever they occur, 
temporarily disrupt the academic performance, behavior, 
and self-image of adolescents. More frequent school 
changes are associated with lower achievement as well 
as higher rates of emotional and behavioral problems 
(Herbers, Reynolds, & Chen, 2013). Over time, though, 
most youngsters adapt successfully to changing schools, 
especially when other aspects of their life—family and 
peer relations, for example—remain stable and supportive 
and when the new school environment is well suited for 
adolescents (Seidman et al., 2003). 

Researchers do not agree about whether the drop in 
academic motivation and achievement that occurs after 
elementary school is due to the school transition itself 
(that is, whether it is simply because students suffer when- 
ever they have to change schools) or to the nature of the 
difference between elementary school, on the one hand, 
and middle or junior high school, on the other. Some 
experts believe that the poor performance of middle and 
junior high schools is due primarily to their failure to 
meet the particular developmental needs of young adoles- 
cents (Booth & Gerard, 2014; Eccles & Roeser, 2009). 

Between sixth and eighth grade, for example, students 
report declines in how supportive their teachers and 
classmates are, how much autonomy students have, and 
how clear and fair school rules are (Way, Reddy, & 
Rhodes, 2007). Because adolescence is a time during 
which relationships with peers and nonfamilial adults 
become more important, independence becomes more 
desirable, and rules and regulations are increasingly scru- 
tinized, these changes in school climate create a mis- 
match between what adolescents need and what their 
schools provide. This leads many young adolescents to 
disengage from school (Hughes et al., 2015; Yu et al., 
2016). Unfortunately, disengaging from school increases 
the risk of developing behavior problems, whereas 
remaining connected to school protects against some of 
the harmful effects of poor family relationships (Loukas, 
Roalson, & Herrera, 2010; Oelsner, Lippold, & Greenberg, 
2011; Wang, Brinkworth, & Eccles, 2013). 


How Secondary Schools Differ from Elementary 
Schools The classroom environment in the typical 
middle school or junior high school is usually very differ- 
ent from that in the typical elementary school (Eccles, 
Lord, & Roeser, 1996). Not only are junior high schools 
larger and less personal, but middle and junior high 


school teachers hold different beliefs about students than 
do elementary school teachers—even when they teach stu- 
dents of the same chronological age (Midgley, Berman, & 
Hicks, 1995), and they are less likely than other teachers 
to feel confident about their teaching ability (Eccles & 
Roeser, 2009).Teachers in junior high schools are less 
likely to trust their students and more likely to emphasize 
discipline, which creates a mismatch between what stu- 
dents at this age desire (more independence) and what 
their teachers want (more control). Teachers in junior 
high schools also tend to be more likely to believe that 
students' abilities are fixed and not easily modified 
through instruction—a belief that interferes with student 
achievement. 

It is hardly surprising that students experience a drop 
in achievement motivation when they enter middle or 
junior high school, given the change in environments they 
experience and the mismatch between what adolescents 
need developmentally and what the typical school con- 
text offers. Although students’ self-esteem drops during 
the transition into middle or junior high school, it 
increases during the early high school years, so changing 
schools in and of itself isn't the problem. Consistent with 
this, middle school students attending more personal, 
less departmentalized schools or schools where they are 
more involved do better than their peers in more rigid and 
more anonymous schools (Wang & Holcombe, 2010). 
Not surprisingly, changing schools is easier on students 
who move into small rather than large institutions. 

Why do junior high school teachers differ from those 
who teach elementary school? The answer isn't clear-cut. 
People who choose to become junior high teachers do 
not differ all that much from those who choose to teach 
younger grades. Rather, it may be that the bureaucratic 
organization and anonymity of junior high schools have a 
negative effect on the teachers who work in them, which 
affects the way they interact with students. There is a lot 
of evidence that students are more engaged in school 
when their teachers are more engaged in their work 
(Louis & Smith, 1992). 


Individual Differences in the Extent of Transitional 
Problems Although some aspects of the transition 
into secondary school may be difficult for students to 
negotiate, not all students experience the same degree of 
stress (Fenzel, 2001). Students who have more academic 
and psychosocial problems before making a school transi- 
tion cope less successfully with it (Little & Garber, 2004; 
Murdock, Anderman, & Hodge, 2000). Often there are 
cascading effects, with academic and behavioral prob- 
lems in elementary school leading to more problems 
during the transition into middle school (Moilanen, 
Shaw, & Maxwell, 2010). 

Cascades can work in the opposite direction as well; 
students scoring high in social competence before the 
transition into a new school become even more compe- 
tent over the course of the change. In the face of the 


challenges posed by changing schools, “the psychoso- 
cially rich become richer, while the psychologically poor 
become poorer” (Monahan & Steinberg, 2011, p. 576). 

Factors other than students’ prior record also influ- 
ence their transition to middle or high school. Adoles- 
cents who have close friends before and during the 
transition adapt more successfully to the new school envi- 
ronment (Wentzel, Barry, & Caldwell, 2004), although 
the benefits of staying with their friends accrue only to 
students who had been doing well previously. Students 
who had been doing poorly actually adjust better if they 
enroll in a different school than their friends, perhaps 
because their friends were contributing to their poor per- 
formance (Schiller, 1999). 

In short, the transition into secondary school does not 
have uniform effects on all students (Jackson & Schulen- 
berg, 2013; Li & Lerner, 2011). More vulnerable adoles- 
cents, adolescents with fewer sources of social support, 
and adolescents moving into more impersonal schools 
are more susceptible to the adverse consequences of 
this transition than their peers are (Benner, Boyle, & 
Bakhtiari, 2017; Kiuru et al., 2020; Nelemans et al., 2018). 
Not surprisingly, studies of poor, inner-city youngsters, 
who often are coping with problems associated with eco- 
nomic stress and neighborhood disadvantage, find espe- 
cially significant negative effects of the school transition 
on these students’ self-esteem, achievement, perceptions 
of the school environment, reports of social support, and 
participation in extracurricular activities (Eccles, 2004). 

Generally speaking, boys, ethnic minority students, 
and students from poor families are more likely to become 
disengaged from school during early adolescence (Li & 
Lerner, 2011). Among Black and Latinx students, transi- 
tioning to a school in which the proportion of students 
from the same ethnic background is lower than it had 
been at their previous school is associated with greater 
disengagement from school, lower grades, and more fre- 
quent absences (Benner & Graham, 2009). 

Parental support and involvement also are associated 
with better adolescent adjustment during school transi- 
tions (Isakson & Jarvis, 1999). One study of low-income 
Black students found that students who fare best during 
the transition not only have parents who are involved in 
their education but supportive teachers as well (Gutman 
& Midgley, 2000). It is therefore possible to enhance 
low-income students’ adjustment to middle school 
through interventions targeted at their parents. 


Tracking 


In some schools, students with different academic abilities 
and interests do not attend classes together. Some classes 
are designated as more challenging and more rigorous, and 
are reserved for students identified as especially capable. 
Other classes in the same subject area are designated as 
average classes and are taken by most students. Still others 
are designated as remedial classes and are reserved for 
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students having academic diffi- 
culties. The process of separat- 
ing students into different levels 
of classes within the same 
school is called ability grouping, 
or tracking. Not all high schools 
track students. In some schools, students with different 
abilities take all their classes together. 


tracking 

The practice of separating 
students into ability groups, 
so that they take classes with 
peers at the same skill level. 


Pros and Cons of Tracking Educators have debated 
the pros and cons of tracking for years, but research 
provides no definitive answers about its overall effects 
(Eccles & Roeser, 2009). Proponents of tracking note 
that ability grouping allows teachers to design class les- 
sons that are more finely tuned to students’ abilities. 
Tracking may be especially useful in high school, where 
students must master certain basic skills before they 
can learn such specialized subjects as science, math, or 
foreign languages. Critics of tracking point out, how- 
ever, that students in the remedial track receive not 
just a different education but one that’s worse than 
that provided to those in more advanced tracks 
(Darling-Hammond, 1997). Moreover, the effects of 
tracking are not limited to academic outcomes. Schools 
play an important role in influencing adolescents’ 
friendship choices. When students are tracked, they 
tend to socialize only with peers from the same aca- 
demic group. Tracking can polarize the student body 
into different subcultures that are often hostile toward 
each other (Eccles & Roeser, 2009). 

Critics of tracking also point out that decisions about 
track placements often discriminate against poor and eth- 
nic minority students and may hinder rather than enhance 
their academic progress (Oakes, 1995). Some school 
counselors may assume that ethnic minority or poor 
youngsters are not capable of handling the work in 
advanced classes and may automatically assign them to 
average or remedial classes, where less material is cov- 
ered and the work is less challenging. One analysis of 
national data found that Black students were especially 
likely to be enrolled in lower-track math classes in schools 
in which Blacks are in the minority, even after taking into 
account students’ qualifications (Kelly, 2009). 

Not all research indicates that track placements are 
biased. Other studies have found that students’ ability has 
a stronger influence than their background on initial 
track placement (Dauber, Alexander, & Entwisle, 1996) 
but that middle-class and White students initially placed 
in lower tracks are more likely to be moved into higher 
ones, in part because their parents frequently succeed in 
"lobbying" their child's school for a higher track place- 
ment (Hallinan, 1996; Wells & Serna, 1996). Adolescents 
from well-off families more frequently consult with their 
parents about what courses to take than do less affluent 
adolescents, which leads more affluent students to take 
more (and more advanced) math and science classes 
(Crosnoe & Huston, 2007). 
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gifted students 

Students who are unusually 
talented in some aspect of 
intellectual performance. 
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On the Wrong Track Early 
track placements set in motion 
an educational trajectory that is 
often difficult to change with- 
out the deliberate intervention 


learning disability 


A difficulty with academic tasks 
that cannot be traced to an 
emotional problem or sensory 
dysfunction. 


of the student’s parents (Dauber, 
Alexander, & Entwisle, 1996; 
Hallinan, 1996). And the ways 
in which students’ schedules are 
arranged may lead students to 
be tracked in several different subject areas simply because 
they are tracked in one class, which makes the effects of 
tracking even more substantial (Heck, Price, & Thomas, 
2004). If the only class period during which advanced 
math is offered is the same as the class period during 
which remedial English is taught, a student who is assigned 
to remedial English will not be able to take advanced math 
(Lucas & Berends, 2002). 

Students in different tracks have markedly different 
Opportunities to learn (Gamoran, 1996). Those in the more 
advanced tracks receive more challenging instruction and 
better teaching, and they are more likely to engage in class- 
room activities that emphasize critical thinking rather than 
rote memorization (Darling-Hammond, 1997). As a result, 
being placed in a more advanced track has a positive influ- 
ence on school achievement (how much the student actually 
learns over time), on subsequent course selection (what cur- 
riculum the student is exposed to), and on ultimate educa- 
tional attainment (how many years of schooling the student 
completes). To the extent that a student’s family background 
influences his or her track placement, tracking has the effect 
of maintaining income inequality (Oakes, 2005). 

Because students are assigned to different tracks on 
the basis of test scores and other indicators of aptitude 


Research on tracking suggests that it has positive effects on 
the achievement of students in the more advanced tracks 
but negative effects on students in the lower tracks. 

Pradeep Edussuriya/McGraw Hill 


and because students in the lower tracks receive an infe- 
rior education (which leads to lower test scores), the net 
effect of tracking over time is to increase preexisting aca- 
demic differences among students. Students who need 
the most help are assigned to the tracks in which the 
quality of instruction is the poorest; not surprisingly, 
studies find that students in lower tracks exert less 
effort, which also limits their learning (Callahan, 2005; 
Carbonaro, 2005). Although students in the lower tracks 
usually get the short end of the educational stick, there are 
some exceptions; for example, schools in which classes in 
the lower tracks are taught by strong teachers who insist 
on maintaining high standards (Hallinan, 1996). 


The Effects of Tracking on Student Achievement 
Hundreds of studies have looked at the impact of tracking 
on student achievement, but the answer is complicated 
(Hallinan, 1996). Some studies find that the effects are 
mixed and small in magnitude (Bygren, 2016). Others 
find that tracking has both positive and negative effects 
and, more important, different effects on students in dif- 
ferent tracks. Generally, tracking has positive effects on 
the achievement of high-track students, negative effects 
on low-track students, and negligible effects on students 
in the middle (Hallinan, 1996). Because of this, decisions 
about whether to implement tracking in nontracked 
schools or to “detrack” schools that use tracking are often 
controversial. Understandably, parents of students in the 
higher tracks favor the practice, while parents of students 
in the lower tracks oppose it (Wells & Serna, 1996). 

Even in schools that do not have formal tracking, teach- 
ers may group students within the same class into ability 
groups. In such an arrangement, students may have a 
wider range of peers with whom to compare themselves 
than they would in separate tracks, since their classes are 
more diverse in composition. The impact of this compari- 
son on both students and teachers is quite interesting. For 
high-ability students, within-classroom ability grouping 
raises their expectations for achievement and raises their 
teachers’ evaluations of them; for low-ability students, the 
opposite is true: They have lowered expectations and get 
worse grades from their teachers (Reuman, 1989). In 
classes with mixed ability groups, the high-ability students 
look better and the low-ability students look worse than 
they would in a conventionally tracked school or in a 
school in which ability grouping is not used (Marsh et al., 
1995). As is the case with tracking, within-classroom abil- 
ity grouping also exposes students in different groups to 
different levels of educational quality, with students in the 
high-ability groups receiving more challenging instruction 
and more engaging learning experiences. 


Students at the Extremes Related to the issue of 
tracking are questions concerning the placement of indi- 
viduals who are considered gifted students and of those 
who have a learning disability. Adolescents who score 130 


or higher on an intelligence test are considered gifted. 
Adolescents with a learning disability are those whose 
actual performance is significantly poorer than their 
expected performance (based on intelligence or aptitude 
tests, for example) and whose difficulty with academic 
tasks cannot be traced to an emotional problem, such as 
coping with a parental divorce, or a sensory dysfunction, 
such as a visual or hearing impairment. 

Most learning disabilities are neurological in origin 
(Berninger & Miller, 2011). Common types of specific 
learning disabilities include dyslexia (impaired ability in 
reading or spelling), dysgraphia (impaired ability in hand- 
writing), and dyscalculia (impaired ability in arithmetic). 
Learning disabilities are common: About one in five school- 
age children and youth is at risk for a learning disability, 
with rates of learning disabilities significantly more com- 
mon among boys than girls (Berninger & Miller, 2011). 

Educators have debated whether gifted students and 
those with learning disabilities are best served by instruc- 
tion in separate classes (for example, in enriched classes 
for gifted students or in special education classes for stu- 
dents with a learning disability) or by mainstreaming, the 
integration of all students with special needs into regular 
classrooms. Pros and cons of each approach have been 
identified. On the one hand, separate special education 
programs can be tailored to meet the specific needs of 
students and can target educational and professional 
resources in a cost-effective way. On the other hand, seg- 
regating students on the basis of academic ability may 
foster social isolation and stigmatization—either for being 
“stupid” or for being a “brainiac.” 

Generally, educators favor mainstreaming over sepa- 
rate classrooms for adolescents with special needs. (In 
the case of adolescents with disabilities, mainstreaming, 
whenever possible, is required by law in the United States.) 
Proponents of mainstreaming argue that the psychological 
costs of separating adolescents with special academic 
needs from their peers outweigh the potential academic 
benefits. Studies of gifted youngsters have found, for 
example, that those who are integrated into regular class- 
rooms have more positive academic self-conceptions than 
those assigned to special classes and that these effects per- 
sist even after graduating (Marsh et al., 2007). 

One downside to being placed with students of high 
academic ability is that when students compare them- 
selves to their high-achieving classmates, they don’t feel 
as competent as they would if their point of comparison 
were students who were not so smart (Becker et al., 2014; 
Thijs, Verkuyten, & Helmond, 2010). This phenomenon, 
called the big fish-little pond effect, has been documented 
around the world (Marsh et al., 2015; Marsh & Hau, 
2003). The effect seems to be limited to what goes on in 
students’ regular schools; students who participate in 
summer programs for the academically talented don’t 
seem to suffer psychologically as a consequence (Makel 
et al., 2012). 
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Being a big fish in a little 


e ; dyslexia 
pond is also helpful for admis- Impaired ability in reading or 
sion to college. One study of | spelling. 
some 45,000 applications to 
dysgraphia 


three elite universities found 
that applicants' chances of being 
accepted are greater when they 
come from high schools with a 
relatively lower proportion of 
other high-achieving students 
than when applicants with the 
same credentials come from 
high schools with many other 
high achievers (Espenshade, 
Hale, & Chung, 2005). In addi- 
tion, high-ability students who 
attend schools in which the stu- 
dent body is more diverse also 
have higher career aspirations, 
in part because they feel better 
about themselves in comparison 
to their peers (Nagengast & Marsh, 2012). There's a catch, 
though: Although high-ability students who attend schools 
with peers who are less talented feel better about them- 
selves, they actually may learn less (Wouters et al., 2012). 

Whereas the big fish-little pond effect suggests that 
gifted students might not be better off psychologically in 
classes restricted to high-achieving students—and argues in 
favor of mainstreaming them-it poses a dilemma for those 
who favor mainstreaming students with learning disabili- 
ties. Low-achieving students, when mainstreamed, end up 
comparing themselves to students whose performance is 
better and may end up feeling worse about themselves than 
had they been separated into special classes with compara- 
bly achieving peers (Marsh & Hau, 2003). Perhaps because 
of this, even with mainstreaming, adolescents who have 
learning disabilities may suffer psychological consequences 
related to their problems in school. Compared with aver- 
age-achieving students, adolescents with learning disabili- 
ties report more social and behavioral difficulties and more 
problems coping with school. They are also more likely 
than other adolescents to have poor peer relations, are less 
likely to participate in school-based extracurricular activi- 
ties, and are more likely to drop out of school (Berninger & 
Miller, 2011). Given the tremendous importance society 
places on school success, it is not difficult to see why stu- 
dents who have difficulties learning would suffer psycho- 
logical as well as scholastic problems. 

Experts recommend that adolescents with learning dis- 
abilities receive extra instruction in study skills, time man- 
agement, organization skills, note-taking, and proofreading. 
In addition, they may need help in increasing motivation, 
dealing with social and emotional difficulties resulting 
from problematic peer relationships, overcoming their 
reluctance to participate in class or seek assistance from 
teachers, and coping with fears that they are not as 


dyscalculia 
Impaired ability in arithmetic. 


mainstreaming 


who have educational 
handicaps into regular 
classrooms. 


big fish—little pond effect 
The reason that individuals 
who attend high school with 
high-achieving peers feel 
worse about themselves than 
comparably successful 
individuals with lower- 
achieving peers. 
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attention deficit/ 
hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD) 

A biologically based 
psychological disorder 
characterized by impulsivity, 
inattentiveness, and 
restlessness, often in school 
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intelligent as other students (which is not the case) or that 
they will be failures as adults (Berninger & Miller, 2011). 


Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder Although 
it is not technically a learning disability, adolescents who 
have attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) fre- 
quently have academic difficulties that can be traced to 
this problem. ADHD is usually diagnosed during child- 
hood, but the condition persists into adolescence in 50 to 
70% of cases and into adulthood in about half of all 
children with the diagnosis (Antshel & Barkley, 2011). 
The estimated prevalence of ADHD in childhood and 
adolescence is approximately 7% (R. Thomas et al., 
2015). One reason the prevalence of ADHD declines 
with age is that some individuals develop better attention 
and impulse control as they mature from childhood into 
adolescence and adulthood. 

On average, ADHD is much more likely to be diag- 
nosed in boys than girls, but one recent study indicates that 
this may simply be because boys show the signs at a younger 
age and in order for there to be a clinical diagnosis of the 
disorder, the symptoms have to have appeared prior to 
adolescence. Disproportionately more girls than boys 
first show the symptoms of ADHD after childhood, which 
technically disqualifies them 
from the formal diagnosis. This 
explains why, in childhood, 
many more boys than girls are 
diagnosed with ADHD, whereas 
the prevalence of the disorder 
among adults does not differ for 
men and women (Murray et al., 


situations. 


2019) (see Figure 6.2). 
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ADHD is defined by persistent and impairing symp- 
toms of inattention, impulsivity, and/or hyperactivity, 
although the defining feature of ADHD in adolescence 
(as opposed to childhood) is generally inattention, rather 
than impulsivity or hyperactivity (Sibley et al., 2012). 
ADHD is a biological disorder with a very strong genetic 
component (Peng et al., 2016; Pingault et al., 2015; Chang 
et al., 2013). In addition, it can be caused by damage to 
the brain either prenatally (sometimes caused by mater- 
nal smoking or drinking during pregnancy) or shortly 
after birth (as the result of birth complications, low birth 
weight, or changes in the brain as a consequence of early 
childhood adversity) (Humphreys et al., 2019). 

Adolescents with ADHD are classified into one of 
three subtypes: predominantly inattentive (about 30 to 
40% of all cases), predominantly hyperactive/impulsive 
(fewer than 5% of all cases and rarely seen during adoles- 
cence), or combined (between 50 and 60% of all cases). 
In addition to being at risk for academic difficulties, 
individuals with ADHD are also at risk for a wide range 
of nonscholastic problems, including substance abuse, 
behavior problems, difficulties in delay of gratification, 
anxiety, problematic peer relations, obesity, and depres- 
sion (Demurie et al., 2012; Khalife et al., 2014; Sayal, 
Washbrook, & Propper, 2015; Seymour et al., 2014; Tseng 
et al., 2014). ADHD also is present in many cases of seri- 
ous juvenile delinquency. 

Recent studies of brain development during adoles- 
cence point to delays or deficiencies in the development 
of regions that are known to be associated with self- 
regulation, such as the prefrontal cortex; synaptic prun- 
ing of this region occurs at a slower pace among 
individuals with ADHD than among those without the 
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In early adolescence, there is a much steeper increase in hyperactivity and 


impulsivity among girls than boys. Adolescent boys with ADHD are much more likely to have 
exhibited the symptoms early in elementary school. Because many diagnostic guidelines for 
ADHD require the onset of symptoms prior to adolescence, many adolescent girls who have 
attention problems are never actually diagnosed with ADHD. (Murray et al., 2019) 


disorder. Interestingly, individuals who do not have 
ADHD but who are more hyperactive and impulsive than 
their peers show patterns of brain development that are 
somewhere between those seen in adolescents with 
ADHD and adolescents who have very good impulse con- 
trol, which suggests that ADHD may be an extreme point 
on a continuum rather than a qualitatively distinct cate- 
gory (Shaw et al., 2011). There is also evidence that ado- 
lescents with ADHD are more reward sensitive (Von 
Rhein et al., 2015), which may bias their decision making 
toward risk taking (Pollak et al., 2016). 

ADHD is frequently treated with some sort of stimu- 
lant medication, such as methylphenidate (Ritalin) or a 
combination of amphetamines (e.g., Adderall). Stimulant 
medication is helpful in about 70% of cases. Certain types 
of antidepressants, such as bupropion (Wellbutrin), have 
also been shown to be effective, especially with adoles- 
cents who have both ADHD and some sort of mood 
disorder, such as anxiety or depression. Psychological 
therapies for ADHD also are widely used, often in con- 
junction with medication, although such therapies are 
more commonly used with children than adolescents 
(Antshel & Barkley, 2011). 

One concern about the wide use of stimulant medica- 
tion by adolescents with ADHD is that many individuals 
who receive such medication share it with their nonaf- 
flicted friends, who may use the medication recreationally 
or for help with studying (stimulant medication improves 
attention in most individuals, regardless of whether they 
have ADHD). In addition, students who attend high- 
pressure schools may use ADHD medication selectively 
to improve their test performance, going on medication 
during the school year but going off it during the summer, 
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Adolescents with attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 
are frequently prescribed stimulant medication, such as Ritalin 
or Adderall. These medicines are effective in about 70% of 
cases. Bloomberg/Getty Images 
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a practice seen much more in affluent communities than 
in poorer ones (King, Jennings, & Fletcher, 2014). 


Ethnic Composition 


Following the landmark U.S. Supreme Court rulings in 
Brown y. Board of Education of Topeka (1954, 1955), in 
which the Court found that it was unconstitutional to 
maintain separate schools for children on the basis of 
race, many school districts adopted measures designed to 
make schools more diverse. They did this either by assign- 
ing students to schools in a way that would create ethnic 
diversity or by encouraging voluntary desegregation, 
through measures such as having “magnet” schools that 
would create diversity by drawing students from different 
neighborhoods (for instance, by having citywide schools 
specializing in the performing arts). Although the 
Supreme Court ruled in 2007 that school districts may no 
longer use race as a factor in deciding how to assign stu- 
dents to schools (R. Barnes, 2007), efforts to create eth- 
nic and racial diversity through voluntary measures are 
still in use in many cities. 


Effects of Desegregation Studies of the short-term 
effects of desegregation on high school students have 
been mixed. On the one hand, research indicates that 
desegregation has surprisingly little impact on the 
achievement levels of either minority or White youngsters 
(Entwisle, 1990). In addition, some evidence suggests 
that minority youngsters’ self-esteem is higher when they 
attend schools in which they are in the majority. In gen- 
eral, students fare better psychologically when the cul- 
tural environment of their neighborhood is consonant 
with the cultural environment of their school (Seaton & 
Yip, 2009). In schools that mix students from low- and 
high-income neighborhoods, students from low-income 
neighborhoods actually do worse than they do when they 
attend schools that are less socioeconomically diverse, 
especially if they are Black or Latinx (Crosnoe, 2009; 
Owens, 2010). 

Consistent with this, students who have been bused to 
school out of their neighborhood report weaker feelings 
of attachment to their school than do students whose 
schools draw directly from the local community (Anderman, 
2002). Students feel more engaged, safer, less lonely, and 
less harassed in relatively more diverse multiethnic 
schools (Le. where the proportions of students from dif- 
ferent ethnic groups are similar) than in multiethnic 
schools that are less balanced (Juvonen, Nishina, & 
Graham, 2006; Morales-Chicas & Graham, 2017). In gen- 
eral, though, research suggests that being in the minority 
in one's school is hard on students; it undermines stu- 
dents' attachment to school, which leads to depression 
and substance use (see Figure 6.3) (Benner & Wang, 
2015). Research shows that the impact of going to school 
with a large proportion of students from the same ethnic 
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Racial 
Marginalization 


Figure 6.3 Students who are part of a very small racial minority in their school (less than 15% of the students) are 
less likely to feel attached to school, which increases depression and substance use. (Adapted from Benner & Graham, 2009) 


background has more favorable consequences than 
attending a highly diverse school, which doesn't seem to 
affect students’ mental health one way or the other 
(DuPont-Reyes & Villatoro, 2019). 

Male and female students from ethnic minority groups 
often have different experiences with peers when they 
attend schools in which they are a small minority. Cross- 
ethnic friendships are more common among male than 
female students, in part because males are more likely to 
be involved in athletics, which provides opportunities for 
White and minority students to interact (Holland, 2012). In 
addition, in suburban schools to which inner-city students 
are bused, the view that Black boys are cool and tough 
leads them to be admired by White boys and included in 
social activities, whereas the stereotypes of Black girls as 
loud and assertive are off-putting to White girls, who aren't 
interested in socializing with them (Ispa-Landa, 2013). 


Alternatives to Public Schools 


Although the vast majority of students attending second- 
ary school in America are enrolled in conventional public 
schools, a substantial minority attend private schools, 
either parochial (i.e., with a religious affiliation) or inde- 
pendent, or specially created public schools, such as char- 
ter schools or magnet schools. In the past, researchers 
cared little about studying differences between public 
schools and their alternatives. But during the late 1980s 
and 1990s, many policy makers suggested that one way to 
improve schools would be to give parents more choice in 
determining where their child was enrolled to force 
schools to compete for the best students. There is some 
evidence to support this: When information about school 
test scores is provided to parents, parents choose to send 
their children to higher-performing schools, which in 
turn increases the students’ achievement (Hastings & 
Weinstein, 2008). 

One concrete suggestion in this spirit, and one that 
was a centerpiece of education policy in the Trump 
administration, was that states provide parents with 
school vouchers that could be used to “purchase” educa- 
tion at a school of their choosing, private or public. 
Another suggestion was that states permit the develop- 
ment of charter schools—independent public schools that 
are freer to operate as they wish, without some of the 
constraints imposed by the state’s education bureaucracy. 
In light of these suggestions, researchers became inter- 
ested in whether some types of schools produced more 
high-achieving students than others. 


making the practical í 
connection 
Providing parents with vouchers that they can use to send 
their children to private schools has been recommended 
as a way of improving the quality of schools by creating a 
“marketplace” in which schools must compete with each 
other. Critics of voucher programs argue that vouchers will 
encourage the families of the most talented students, with 
the most involved parents, to leave public schools and that 
public schools need good students and engaged parents 
to function effectively. Is there a way to resolve this conflict? 


Are alternatives to public schools better than public 
schools? Although some studies have found that students’ 
test scores are higher in private schools (especially Catholic 
schools), this appears to be due more to the characteristics 
of the students who attend them than to the private schools 
themselves (Hallinan & Kubitschek, 2012; Lubienski & 
Lubienski, 2006), although some studies have found genu- 
ine advantages for Catholic schools, especially for poor, 
inner-city, minority youth (Jeynes, 2002). Students who 
attend private school also may be encouraged (or required) 
to take more advanced courses than students in public 
schools, which contributes to their superior performance 
on achievement tests (Carbonaro & Covay, 2010). 

There is less research on adolescents who are homes- 
chooled, who account for about 3% of American adoles- 
cents, but it appears to be important to distinguish 
between homeschoolers who have strong religious ties 
and those who don’t. Homeschooling for adolescents 
with strong religious ties doesn’t seem to be a problem as 
far as achievement is concerned. But compared to teens 
with similar backgrounds who attend traditional schools, 
homeschooled adolescents with weak religious ties are 
three times more likely to be behind their expected grade 
level on achievement tests and only half as likely to partic- 
ipate in extracurricular activities (Green-Hennessy, 
2014). In all likelihood, adolescents from religious fami- 
lies who are homeschooled are able to forge connections 
with other mentors and teenagers through their religious 
institutions, which may benefit them academically and 
with respect to extracurricular participation. 

These studies, as well as a large body of research, indi- 
cate that students’ family background is a far more power- 
ful influence on their achievement than is the quality of 
the schools they attend. Similarly, evaluations of the 
impact of charter schools and voucher programs on 


student achievement, once students’ background charac- 
teristics are taken into account, have not produced con- 
sistent results; at the very least, research indicates that 
these are not likely to be “silver bullets” in the effort to 
raise American student achievement (Loveless, 2002). 
This is also true in disadvantaged urban areas, where it 
had been hoped that charter schools might be the solu- 
tion to the many problems that plague education in the 
inner city. One additional concern is that in urban areas, 
the availability of private schools contributes to racial 
segregation because many White students who would oth- 
erwise attend their neighborhood public school attend 
private school instead (Saporito & Sohoni, 2006). 
Nevertheless, the climates of public and private 
schools, especially Catholic schools, are often very differ- 
ent. Many private schools are communities in which par- 
ents, teachers, and students all share similar values and 
attitudes. Strong communities, whether based in neighbor- 
hoods or schools, generate what has been called social 
capital—interpersonal resources that, like financial capital, 
give “richer” students advantages over “poorer” ones. Stu- 
dents profit from the social capital associated with attend- 
ing a Catholic school because the lessons taught in school 
are reinforced at home, at church, and in the neighbor- 
hood and because the links between home and school are 
stronger (Teachman, Paasch, & Carver, 1996). In addi- 
tion, private schools typically assign more homework and 
are more orderly and disciplined (an important element of 
the climate in good schools) (Coleman, Hoffer, & Kilgore, 
1982). Students who attend private schools (Catholic or 
otherwise) are substantially less likely to report feeling 
unsafe, being exposed to gangs, or witnessing fighting 
between ethnic groups (Musu-Gillette, Zhang et al., 2017). 


Although social scientists disagree over their interpretation, 
studies have shown that adolescents who attend parochial 
schools generally achieve at a higher rate than those attending 
public schools. The Washington Post/Getty Images 
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Classroom Climate 


We have seen that certain elements of the school’s social 
organization—size, age grouping, tracking, and so forth— 
can affect students’ motivation, behavior, and achievement. 
But these factors have relatively modest effects on students, 
and they are important mainly because they influence what 
takes place in classrooms and in other school settings. Ulti- 
mately, the most important school-related influence on 
learning and psychosocial development during adoles- 
cence is what takes place in the classroom. 

Various aspects of the school climate have important 
effects on youngsters’ learning and achievement. How 
teachers interact with students, how classroom time is 
used, and what sorts of standards and expectations teach- 
ers hold for their students are all more important than the 
size of the school, its ethnic composition, its approach to 
ability grouping, or the way age groups are combined. 


The Best Classroom Climate 
for Adolescents 


What sort of climate brings out the best in students? Stu- 
dents achieve and are engaged more in school when they 
attend schools that are responsive and demanding. More- 
over, academic functioning and psychological adjustment 
affect each other, so that a positive school climate—one in 
which relationships between students and teachers are pos- 
itive and teachers are both supportive and demanding— 
enhances adolescents’ psychological well-being, their beliefs 
about their future, their achievement, and their enrollment 
in higher education (Alm et al., 2019; Burns, 2020; Luengo 
Kanacri et al., 2017; Miklikowska, Thijs, & Hjerm, 2019; 
Minor & Benner, 2018), mainly 
by strengthening their engage- 
ment in class (Engels et al., 
2020; Weyns et al., 2018) (see 
Figure 6.4). Attending a school 
with a positive climate even 
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Figure GA A study of Colombian students found that a 
positive school climate contributes to, and results from, 
students’ positive outlook on life and that both increase 
adolescents’ prosocial behavior. (Adapted from Luengo 
Kanacri et al., 2017) 
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Figure 6.5 A supportive school climate has a much 
greater impact on cognitive performance among 
adolescents from disadvantaged families than on their 
peers from higher-income households. (Piccolo et al., 2019) 


helps buffer the adverse consequences of exposure to 
violence in the community (Gaias et al., 2019) or poverty 
(Piccolo et al., 2019) (see Figure 6.5). 

Students and teachers are more satisfied in classes 
that combine a moderate degree of structure with high 
student involvement and high teacher support, a finding 
that has emerged in studies of students from various 
socioeconomic backgrounds, ethnic groups, and coun- 
tries (Jia et al., 2009; Way & Robinson, 2003). In these 
classes, teachers encourage students' participation but do 
not let class get out of control. Students do best when 
their teachers spend a high proportion of time on lessons 
(rather than on setting up equipment or dealing with dis- 
cipline problems), begin and end lessons on time, provide 
clear feedback to students about what is expected of 
them, and give ample praise to students when they per- 
form well (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). Students also demon- 
strate higher achievement when the classroom climate 
promotes cooperation between students, rather than 
competition (Roseth, Johnson, & Johnson, 2008). 

One of the strongest influences on how much students 
enjoy going to school is the number of teachers they have 
positive relationships with (Martin & Collie, 2018). 
Students in schools in which teachers are supportive but 
firm and maintain high, well-defined standards for behav- 
ior and academic work have stronger bonds to their 
school and more positive achievement motives; these 


beliefs and emotions, in turn, lead to fewer problems, 
even in the face of stress, as well as better attendance, 
stronger future orientation, lower rates of delinquency, 
more supportive friendships, less disruptive behavior, 
and higher test scores (Li & Lerner, 2011; Lindstrom 
Johnson, Pas, & Bradshaw, 2016; Shin & Ryan, 2017). 

The pattern of classroom variables associated with 
positive student behavior and attitudes is similar to the 
authoritative family environment (Cornell & Huang, 
2016; Pellerin, 2005). An overemphasis on control in the 
classroom in the absence of support is reminiscent of the 
authoritarian family, whereas a lack of clarity and organi- 
zation is reminiscent of both the indulgent family and the 
indifferent family—and these styles in the classroom 
appear to affect adolescents detrimentally, just as they do 
at home. Schools that provide both structure and support 
have lower rates of suspension than other schools 
(Gregory, Cornell, & Fan, 2011). And when students 
trust their school and teachers, discipline is much more 
likely to improve student behavior (Amemiya & Wang, 
2020) (see Figure 6.6). 


School Climate and Bullying As awareness of the 
widespread problem of bullying has grown, researchers 
have asked whether certain school climates are more 
likely to produce bullying than others. Although we tend 
to think of bullying as a problem caused by callous and 
aggressive students, it is now well established that bully- 
ing is much more likely to occur in schools in which 
teachers are unsupportive and harsh, in which the school 
climate is disorderly, and in which students are not treated 
with respect (Banzon-Librojo, Garabiles, & Pefia Alampay, 
2017; Holfeld & Leadbeater, 2017; Shukla, Konold, & 
Cornell, 2016). Given the relatively higher prevalence of 
bullying of sexual minority teenagers, it is important that 
schools support the creation of gay-straight alliances and 
LGBTQ-focused policies (Day et al., 2020). 

The recognition that a school's climate can contribute 
to the presence of bullying has raised a number of legal 
questions about whether schools are legally responsible 
for failing to take steps to prevent bullying; as of now, the 
law is unclear about this. But experts recommend that 
schools implement evidence-based antibullying programs, 
provide referrals for mental health services to both vic- 
tims and bullies, provide training to school personnel in 
the identification and prevention of bullying, adopt and 
publicize policies that make it easier for students and par- 
ents to report bullying, and investigate reported or sus- 
pected bullying promptly (Cornell & Limber, 2015). 


Teacher Expectations 
and Student Performance 
There is a strong correlation between teacher expecta- 


tions and student performance. This is both because 
teachers expectations are often accurate reflections of 
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Figure 6.6 Students’ 
engagement in school is likely 
to increase after they have 
been disciplined when they 
trust their school and their 
teacher. (Amemiya & Wang, 2020) 
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Student performance influences, and is influenced by, teacher 
expectations. SDI Productions/Getty Images 


their students' ability and because teacher expectations 
actually create "self-fulfilling prophecies" that ultimately 
influence how their students behave (Jussim, Eccles & 
Madon, 1996). Teacher expectations have a cumulative 
long-term impact on student achievement, lowering the 
performance of students whose teachers perceive them as 
less capable than they actually are (de Boer, Bosker, & 
van der Werf, 2010). Children from poor families are par- 
ticularly susceptible to the effects of teacher expectations, 
benefiting when expectations are high but suffering when 
they are low (Sorhagen, 2013). 


Which pathway is more 
powerful: the impact of student 
performance on teacher expecta- 
tions or the impact of teacher 
expectations on student perfor- 
mance? It appears that about 80% 
of the connection between teacher expectations and stu- 
dent achievement results from teachers having accurate 
perceptions, and about 20% is an effect of the self-fulfilling 
prophecy. Even though the self-fulfilling prophecy effect 
during any given school year is relatively small, it can be 
sizable when accumulated over years of schooling. 

Because teachers' expectations influence students' 
performance, it is important to understand where these 
expectations come from. Unfortunately, teachers are likely 
to base their expectations in part on students' ethnic and 
socioeconomic background. In much the same way that 
these factors sometimes influence tracking decisions, they 
may consciously and unconsciously shape teachers' expec- 
tations. Teachers may call on poor or minority students 
less often than they call on affluent or White students— 
conveying a not-so-subtle message about whose responses 
the teacher believes are more worthy of class attention 
(Eccles & Roeser, 2011). Interestingly, teachers' expecta- 
tions for minority student performance tend to be higher 
in schools in which there is more cross-ethnic interaction 
between students (Lewis et al., 2018). 

Several studies report that Black and Latinx students 
perceive their teachers as having low expectations and 
holding stereotypes about their likelihood of misbehaving 
(Bottiani, Bradshaw, & Mendelson, 2016; Houston, Pearman, 
& McGee, 2020) and that when minority students attend 


self-fulfilling prophecy 
The idea that individuals 


behavior is influenced by 


others expectations for them. 


169 


170 


PART 2 The Contexts of Adolescence 


Figure 6.7 In one experiment, Ta 
when asked to evaluate a 
second instance of student 
misbehavior, teachers were 
more likely to be troubled by 

it and to recommend harsh 
discipline when they were led 
to believe that the student was 
Black. (Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015) 


Rating 


First Infraction 


schools in which they perceive less discrimination, the stu- 
dents perform better and are more engaged (Baysu et al., 
2016). Black students are perceived more negatively than 
their peers for the same misbehavior; in one experiment, 
the researchers presented teachers with scenarios about 
student misbehavior and used either stereotypically White 
or stereotypically Black names to describe the student. 
Teachers who were led to believe that the student was 
Black were more troubled by second infractions and more 
likely to recommend harsh discipline (see Figure 6.7) 
(Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015). Not all minority students 
are perceived negatively by White teachers, however. Asian 
students are actually viewed more positively than White 
students, and White teachers’ perceptions of Latinx stu- 
dents don’t differ from their perceptions of White students 
(McGrady & Reynolds, 2013). 

There is also evidence that teachers are more likely to 
give undeserved positive feedback to students who have 
done poor work when the students are Black or Latinx 
than when they are White, which undermines minority 
students’ achievement by lowering the standards to which 
they are held (Harber et al., 2012). Teachers’ biases 
against lower-class or minority adolescents may make it 
difficult for students from these groups to attain a level of 
academic accomplishment that permits upward mobility. 
In addition, biased treatment by teachers—having low 
expectations for some ethnic groups and high expecta- 
tions for others—can increase student alienation and feel- 
ings of hostility between students from different ethnic 
groups (Debnam et al., 2014). 

Parents also play an important role in the links 
between teacher expectations and student achievement. 
One study of Latinx students found that how involved a 
student’s parents were in school directly influenced their 
high school children’s achievement (adolescents whose 
parents are involved in school perform better than their 
peers) but also affected teachers’ expectations for their 
child’s achievement, which, in turn, led to better student 
performance (Kuperminc, Darnell, & Alvarez-Jiminez, 
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E White Students 
E Black Students 


Second Infraction 


Second Infraction First Infraction 
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2008). Other research has found that one factor that 
helps protect low-income students against the impact of 
low teacher expectations is having high expectations for 
achievement from their parents (Benner & Mistry, 2007). 


The Importance of Student Engagement 


It is important to keep in mind that students, as well as 
teachers, influence the classroom climate. In much the 
same way that the relationship between parents and ado- 
lescents is reciprocal—parents influence how their teenag- 
ers develop, but teenagers influence what their parents 
do—so is the relationship between teachers and their 
students. Effective teachers can engage and excite their 
students, and engaged and excited students can motivate 
their teachers to be more effective. Students who are 
engaged in school profit more than just academically 
from it: It enhances their mental health and protects 
them against the harmful effects of family problems, 
stress, and victimization (Debnam et al., 2014; Tomasik, 
Napolitano, & Moser, 2019). 


One reason so many teenagers complain of boredom in school 
is that few school hours are spent in activities that engage them 
intellectually or encourage critical thinking. Wavebreakmedia Ltd/ 
Getty Images 


According to national surveys, levels of student engage- 
ment and excitement in American schools are low. Many 
students are just going through the motions when they are 
in school, and high school teachers often confront a 
roomful of students who are physically present but psy- 
chologically absent (Steinberg, 2014a). This is a shame 
because engaging students in school is also good for their 
overall mental health: Students who are disengaged from 
school are more likely to misbehave and engage in sub- 
stance use, both because doing poorly in school leads 


Table 61 Typology of engagement 


Engagement Enjoy Put in effort See value 
type Affective Behavioral Cognitive 


Purposefully v v 
engaged 


Fully engaged v v v 


Rationally v 
engaged 


Busily v 
engaged 


Pleasurably v 
engaged 


Mentally Vv v 
engaged 


Recreationally Vv v 
engaged 
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to difficulties in self-regulation 
and problem behavior and 


more negatively by their teach- 
ers (Stefansson, et al., 2018; 
Zimmerman et al., 2013). 


Disengagement in school comes in different forms 
(see Table 6.1). Some disengaged students show their 
lack of interest in school through their behavior, by not 


Example 


A student studies hard for a calculus test because he 


knows that understanding the material and doing 


well on the test are important to achieving his future 


goals; he does not enjoy the studying, however. 


A student enjoys creating a documentary film 


project with her peers because she cares deeply 
about the topic and she sees the assignment as a 


worthwhile use of her time. She spends a lot of 
time and effort working on this project. 


A student sees the importance of learning about 
global warming in Earth Science class, but he is 


not willing to exert effort required to concentrate 


and take notes because he finds the teacher’s 
lecture to be excruciatingly boring. 


A student works hard to get her homework 
completed accurately, though she does not 
particularly care about the material or the 
questions. Nor does she see their relevance 
to her interests and aspirations. She finds the 
prefabricated worksheets she must complete 
to be boring and monotonous. 


A student enjoys listening to his teacher relay 


stories about World War l; however, he does not 


value this topic or see it as relevant. He does 
not take notes, he does not concentrate on the 


details the teacher shares, and he allows his mind 


to wander occasionally. 


A student enjoys working on her project in art class, 


and she cares about mastering the technique; 
however, it is the day before spring break and 
she is not putting a lot of thought or effort into 
her project. She is just trying to get it done 
quickly so the class can have a party. 


A student works hard to help his group-mates score 
more points than any other group during a game 


in class; he is thinking hard and reviewing his 
notes carefully to find the correct answers, and 
he is having fun with his peers, enjoying the 
game and the friendly competition; however, 
when asked if he values either the material 
the class is reviewing or the skills he may be 
developing by playing the game, he says, “No. 
They are not connected to my larger goals.” 


student engagement 

The extent to which students 
because students who engage in are psychologically committed 
problem behavior are evaluated | to learning and mastering the 
material rather than simply 
completing the assigned work. 
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Figure 6.8 Only about 15 
one-sixth of students are 
highly engaged in high 


school. About one-third 
are disengaged either 


behaviorally, emotionally, 0.5 
or cognitively. (Wang & Peck, 

2013) 5 
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showing up regularly or failing to complete assignments. 
Others disengage emotionally, losing interest in school 
and feeling that school is depressing or an unsafe place. 
Still others disengage cognitively, checking out mentally 
when they are in class and devoting little effort to their 
schoolwork (Wang & Peck, 2013). In one study, about 
one-sixth of students were disengaged behaviorally, cogni- 
tively, and emotionally (*minimally engaged"), whereas 
an equal proportion were engaged in all three ways (see 
Figure 6.8). 

Different forms of engagement feed on each other: 
Someone who starts to feel disconnected from school 
(emotional disengagement) is more likely to start skip- 
ping school (behavioral disengagement), which in turn 
increases the likelihood that he or she will lose interest 
(cognitive disengagement) (Wang & Fredericks, 2014). 
Not surprisingly, students who are only minimally 
engaged in school in ninth grade were more likely to drop 
out before graduating, less likely to enroll in college, and 
more likely to be depressed (although students who were 
just emotionally disengaged reported the highest rates of 
depression). 


Boring Classes, Bored Students In view of this, sev- 
eral writers have suggested that if we want to understand 
the impact of classroom climate on student achievement, 
we need to better understand how to enhance student 
engagement—the extent to which students are psychologi- 
cally committed to learning and mastering the material 
rather than simply completing the assigned work (Steinberg, 
2014a). Students frequently say they are bored while in 
school—especially high school students, who find school 
far more boring than do middle school students (Yeager, 
2018) (see Figure 6.9). As you can see, students are bored 
for most of the time on weekdays between 8:00 A.M. and 
3:00 P.M., and the improvement in their mood seems to 
have more to do with the school day ending than with any 


Proportion of American students 
who “usually” feel bored in school 
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Figure 6.9 More than half of all American 9th-graders 
say they usually are bored in school. (Yeager, 2018) 


special activity that takes place in the evening. The make- 
work, routinized, rigid structure of most classrooms, in 
which teachers lecture at students rather than engage 
them in discussion, alienates many adolescents from 
school and undermines their desire to achieve. 

The notion that many students feel disengaged from 
school—unchallenged and bored—has been borne out in 
numerous studies of contemporary American students 
(Martz et al., 2018). Even in high-achieving schools, 
about two-thirds of students are not fully engaged; they 
work hard, but they don’t enjoy their schoolwork or find 
it valuable. And this lack of engagement is associated 
with more frequent reports of school stress, cheating, and 
a variety of stress-related disorders, including depression, 
aggression, and psychosomatic problems, such as head- 
aches and exhaustion (Conner & Pope, 2013). 

Here’s a sobering account from a researcher who 
spent more than 500 hours observing classes in 20 differ- 
ent high schools (Fine, 2014, p. 3): 


Most of these schools were . . . fairly bleak places to spend 
time in. The tone of the teaching . . . seemed to reflect an 
uneasy truce between the adults and their charges. Most 
classrooms were places to passively sit and listen. Most work 
was comprised of tasks that asked students to recall or 


minimally apply what they had been told. At best, being in 
high school seemed to represent an investment in building 
an arsenal of facts and skills that might pave the way for 
interesting work in college and beyond; at worst, it was a way 
to wait out the four years before becoming a legal adult. 


Think back to your own high school experience. What 
distinguished the good classes from the tedious ones? 
Students are engaged when teachers provide opportuni- 
ties for students to genuinely display their competencies, 
when schools facilitate students’ feelings of belonging to 
their school, and when students are assigned work that is 
"authentic"—challenging, fun, and relevant to the real 
world (Marks, 2000). There is nothing more alienating to 
students than being asked to perform tasks that are bor- 
ing, uninteresting, and irrelevant. One evaluation of an 
intervention designed to help students make connections 
between their lives and what they were learning in science 
classes improved engagement and achievement among 
students who had low expectations about how well they 
would do (Hulleman & Harackiewicz, 2009). 


Out-of-School Influences on Student Engagement 
Teachers and school personnel, of course, are not the 
only influences on adolescents’ behavior in school. The 
peer group’s support, values, and norms also exert an 
important influence, especially in high school (Wang & 
Eccles, 2012b). Adolescents with friends who support 
academic achievement are more likely to feel connected 
to their school. Those with antisocial friends are more 
likely to feel alienated. 

High schools vary a great deal in the extent to which 
the prevailing peer culture emphasizes academic success 
as a route toward status and popularity. In schools in 
which academic success is not valued, students are less 
likely to achieve grades that match their ability. A bright 
student who attends a school in which getting good 
grades is frowned upon by other students will actually get 
lower grades than he or she would in a school in which 
scholastic success is generally admired. Even within the 
same school, cliques and crowds differ enormously in the 
extent to which they encourage or discourage academic 
success. Some peer groups (for instance, the “brains”) 
place a great deal of pressure on their members to suc- 
ceed in school and may engage in behaviors (such as 
studying together) that promote academic success. Other 
groups, in contrast, may actively discourage scholastic 
efforts and disparage success. 

Other researchers have focused on adolescents' experi- 
ences outside of school—at home, at work, and in extracur- 
ricular activities—and on the impact of those experiences 
on their school achievement and engagement (Dotterer, 
McHale, & Crouter, 2007; Mahoney et al., 2009). Stu- 
dents whose parents are involved in school activities 
(such as parent-teacher conferences and “back-to-school” 
nights), who encourage and emphasize academic success, 
and who use authoritative parenting practices do better in 
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secondary school than their peers (Harris et al., 2020; Hill 
& Tyson, 2009; Simons-Morton & Chen, 2009). After- 
school employment and extracurricular participation also 
affect school achievement. Generally speaking, involve- 
ment in school-based extracurricular activities strengthens 
students’ attachment to school. In contrast, students 
who overextend themselves on the job may jeopardize 
their school performance (Mahoney et al., 2009; Staff, 
Messersmith, & Schulenberg, 2009). Students’ engagement 
in school is also affected by their thinking about the econ- 
omy and the job market (Hill et al., 2018). 


School Violence 


A sad fact of life in contemporary America is that many 
students attend schools in which serious disruption—even 
violence—is an all-too-prevalent feature of the school cli- 
mate. According to a national survey of secondary school 
students in American public schools, 1 out of every 4 
students has been a victim of violence in or around 
school, and 1 out of 6 is worried about being physically 
attacked or hurt there. Violence against teachers is also 
all too common. Each year, nearly 300,000 American 
teachers (about 1 out of every 12 teachers) are threat- 
ened, and in half of these incidents, the teachers have 
been physically attacked (Espelage et al., 2013). 

These problems are especially common in middle 
schools (Nolle, Guerino, & Dinkes, 2007). One study found 
that nearly half of all middle schoolers had been threatened 
at school (Flannery, Weseter, & Singer, 2004). In another 
study, of 6th graders attending a multiethnic school in Los 
Angeles, half the students surveyed reported having been 
verbally harassed during the previous 2 weeks, and about 
one-fifth said they had been physically victimized (Nishina 
& Juvonen, 2005). Interestingly, White students are more 
likely to be victimized than Black students, especially when 
White students are in the minority, but Black students are 
more likely to be victimized in schools with a higher propor- 
tion of minority students (Fisher et al., 2015). 

Interviews with students who live in communities in 
which violence is common illuminate the ways in which 
these youngsters manage their day-to-day activities to 
avoid exposing themselves to harm (Irwin, 2004). Some 
make sure that they steer clear of students who have rep- 
utations for violent behavior and go out of their way to act 
friendly if they can’t avoid them. Others learn which parts 
of town to avoid. Still others befriend peers who can serve 
as protectors, as this 16-year-old Latina did after someone 
at her school threatened to kill her: 


I got so scared. I didn't know what to do. I ran in the house and 
called my friend Daryl and I was really crying and [said] "I 
dont know what to do." And Daryl's all, "What's his number? 
What's his number?" And I gave it to him. Since that day, that 
same guy will leave me alone because Daryl went up to him 
and told him he better leave me alone or else something is going 
to happen to him and his family. (Irwin, 2004, pp. 467-468) 
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zero tolerance 

A get-tough approach to 
adolescent misbehavior 

that responds seriously or 
excessively to the first infraction. 
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Experts disagree about how 
best to respond to violence in 
schools. Some educators have 
suggested that schools should 
refer aggressive students to law 
enforcement, and many schools 
have police officers on duty to deter assaults and arrest stu- 
dents who cause trouble. But some writers contend that the 
new, get-tough approach to violence prevention in schools— 
referred to as zero tolerance—has not helped. Suspending or 
expelling students from school increases their likelihood of 
getting into trouble at school, dropping out, not completing 
college, and getting arrested as adults (Jacobsen, 2020; 
Rosenbaum, 2020; Wiley et al., 2020). School violence is 
more effectively reduced through programs that attempt to 
create a more humane climate (Bushman et al., 2016). 

One unintended consequence of zero-tolerance policies 
is that many students end up with arrest records and con- 
tact with the justice system for acts that in the past would 
have been treated by school officials as disciplinary infrac- 
tions (Casella, 2003). This has a disproportionate impact 
on Black students, who are more likely than others to report 
that school rules are unfair and inconsistently enforced and 
to be suspended or expelled, even though they are no more 
likely to commit the sorts of acts that would warrant these 
responses. Closing the racial gap in school discipline would 
likely reduce racial inequities in arrests (Amemiya, 
Mortensen, & Wang, 2020; Barnes & Moltz, 2018). 

Among the many recommendations offered by a task 
force of the American Psychological Association, after a 
careful review of the research evidence, are that schools 
define infractions carefully and train staff in how to 
respond appropriately, reserve suspension or expulsion for 
only the most serious disruptive behavior, require school 
police officers to have training in adolescent development, 
and implement preventive measures to improve school cli- 
mate and increase students’ attachment to school. Even 
students who are not the subject of exclusionary disci- 
plinary practices are less engaged in school when these 
practices are used (Anyon, Zhang, & Hazel, 2016). And 
increasing visible security measures, such as metal detec- 
tors or security cameras, has no impact on academic per- 
formance; if anything, they can adversely affect student 
achievement (Tanner-Smith & Fisher, 2016). Students 
who are at risk for misbehavior in school are less likely to 
get into trouble in schools in which students generally feel 
more connected to school than in schools in which stu- 
dents are more alienated (Vogel & Barton, 2013). 


Lethal School Violence A series of widely publicized 
school shootings in the United States—such as those at 
Columbine High School, Sandy Hook Elementary School, 
and Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School—has drawn 
national attention to the problem of lethal school vio- 
lence. As with many topics that generate a great deal of 
attention in the media, much of what was asserted about 
school shootings has turned out not to be the case (Moore 


et al., 2003). Although violence in schools is indeed a sig- 
nificant problem, lethal school shootings are extremely 
rare events, especially when you consider the number of 
schools and students in the United States (there are about 
50 million schoolchildren in the United States, and fewer 
than 20 students are killed in American schools each year) 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2020a). In fact, 
the number of students killed in schools has decreased 
fourfold since the 1990s (Fox & Fridel, 2018). 

Far more children and adolescents are killed at home 
or in the community than in or around school; schools 
are among the safest places for adolescents to be (Fox & 
Fridel, 2018). In addition, although the school shootings 
that have garnered public attention generally involved 
White youth, a disproportionate number of homicides in 
schools involve nonwhite youth, both as perpetrators and 
victims (Anderson et al., 2001). 

Perhaps most important, it is virtually impossible to pre- 
dict which students will commit acts of lethal violence 
(Mulvey & Cauffman, 2001). Boys; students with mental 
health problems, poor emotion regulation, and low empa- 
thy; and adolescents who have easy access to guns are more 
likely than others to be involved in school shootings 
(Estévez, Jiménez, & Segura, 2019; Moore et al., 2003), but 
identifying the specific students with these characteristics 
who will commit lethal crimes in school is a different mat- 
ter. Most experts believe that, in the absence of a proven 
means of identifying in advance adolescents who will 
commit acts of lethal violence in school, the most effective 
policy involves limiting adolescents’ access to guns and 
identifying and treating young people with mental health 
problems (Moore et al., 2003). It is also essential to create 
a school climate in which students feel responsible for one 
another and are willing to take action if they hear a peer 
talking about “doing something dangerous” (Flanagan & 
Stout, 2010; Syvertsen, Flanagan, & Stout, 2009). 


Experts agree that the best way to prevent school shootings is to 
limit adolescents’ access to firearms and provide services to young 
people with mental health problems. Sun Sentinel/Getty Images 


Beyond High School 


As the American economy has changed in ways that 
make it increasingly necessary to graduate from college in 
order to obtain a good job, the distinction between high 
school graduates who continue their schooling and those 
who do not has taken on new importance. Nevertheless, 
there are still a significant number of high school stu- 
dents who do not attend college. As we will see, deciding 
whether or not to go to college is a critical decision that 
can impact adolescents for the rest of their lives. 


The College-Bound 


The early twentieth century was an important time in the 
United States for the development not only of secondary 
schools but higher education as well. Although colleges 
and, to a lesser extent, universities, had existed for some 
time previously, not until the latter part of the nineteenth 
century did diversity in institutions of higher education 
begin to develop. Early postsecondary institutions were 
typically small, private, liberal arts academies, often with 
a strong theological emphasis. But during a relatively 
brief period bridging the nineteenth and twentieth centu- 
ries, these colleges were joined by a host of other types of 
institutions, including large private universities, technical 
colleges, professional schools, publicly financed state uni- 
versities, land grant colleges, urban universities, and two- 
year community colleges (Brubacher & Rudy, 1976). 


The Growth of College Enrollment Although post- 
secondary educational institutions multiplied and became 
more varied during the early twentieth century, enroll- 
ment in college was still a privilege enjoyed by very few 
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young people until the 1960s. In 1900, only 4% of the 
18- to 21-year-old population was enrolled in college, and 
by 1930, the proportion had grown only to 12%. During 
the first half of the twentieth century, then, colleges 
and universities were not prominent in the lives of most 
American youth. In 1950, fewer than 1 in 5 young people 
were enrolled in college (Church, 1976). 

Postsecondary education grew dramatically between 
1950 and 1970, paralleling the rise of secondary educa- 
tion between 1920 and 1940. By 1960, one-third of all young 
people were entering college directly from high school. 
Today, about 70% of high school graduates enroll in ether 
a two- or four-year college immediately after graduation 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2020). 

The increase in enrollments has been especially dra- 
matic among women. In 1970, close to 70% of under- 
graduates were male; by the end of this decade, it is 
estimated that about 6076 of all college students will be 
female (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012). 
Although there were large increases in the enrollment of 
minority youth in higher education during the 1970s, 
the proportion fell during the early 1980s, primarily 
because of reductions in the availability of financial aid 
(Baker & Velez, 1996). Today, among high school grad- 
uates, about 80% of Asian American students, 70% of 
White students, and about 60% of Latinx and Black stu- 
dents go directly from high school into college (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2019) (see Figure 6.10). 
Despite the fact that their parents typically did not 
attend American colleges themselves, and despite often 
having to support their family financially, youth from 
immigrant families are just as likely to enroll in and suc- 
ceed in college as are American-born youth (Fuligni & 
Witkow, 2004). 


80 
—— White 


= |_atinx 
60 
€ 
oO 
2 
oO 
n. 
40 
20 
D 
1990 1995 2000 


2005 
Year 


2010 2015 2020 


Figure 6.10 Rates of college enrollment immediately after high school have risen over time. (Data were not 
separated out for Asian American students prior to 2003.) (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019) 
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More than two-thirds of American high school graduates enroll 
in college immediately after graduation. Yellow Dog Productions/ 
Getty Images 


American Postsecondary Education In countries 
other than the United States, postsecondary education is 
likely to be monopolized by monolithic public universi- 
ties. Individuals are often separated into college and non- 
college-bound tracks early in adolescence, typically on 
the basis of standardized national examinations. In fact, 
rather than housing all high school students in compre- 
hensive high schools such as those found in the United 
States, most other industrialized nations separate stu- 
dents during early or middle adolescence into schools for 
college-bound youngsters and schools designed to pro- 
vide vocational and technical education. In the United 
States, the postsecondary education system is composed 
of a wide variety of public and private two- and four-year 
institutions, some emphasizing a liberal arts education 
and others focusing more on technical, vocational, and 
preprofessional training. 

The goals of students attending college in the United 
States also vary greatly. The population of individuals 
enrolled in community college, which tends to be older 
than that attending four-year institutions, includes highly 
committed students who intend to transfer to a four-year 
college or are working toward a specific associate’s degree 
or certificate (together, about half of all community col- 
lege students). But it also includes students who are less 
committed and not sure why they are going to school 
(and whose attendance is sporadic), as well as some who 
are just taking a course here or there out of interest in the 
subject matter. Similar variability in commitment and 
goals likely characterizes the population of students 
enrolled in four-year colleges and universities. 


The Transition from High School to College In 
some respects, the transition from high school to college 
parallels the transition from elementary to secondary 


school. For many students, going to college means entering 
an even larger, more formidable, and more impersonal envi- 
ronment. For some, the transition may coincide with other 
life changes, such as leaving home, breaking off or begin- 
ning an important romantic relationship, or having to man- 
age their own residence or finances for the first time. Many 
Latinx students report that family obligations and financial 
responsibilities, in combination with commitments to 
school and work, can make the transition to college espe- 
cially stressful, particularly for students whose parents are 
immigrants and may feel caught between the challenges of 
adapting to the university environment and the demands 
placed on them by their parents (Nuñez, 2009). 

As a consequence of all these factors, although many 
more American adolescents enroll in college today than 
in previous years, a very large number do not graduate. 
The United States has one of the lowest college comple- 
tion rates in the industrialized world (Steinberg, 2014a). 
Only about 60% of all students who enroll in a four-year 
college complete their degree there within 6 years; only 
about 25% of those who enroll in private, for-profit 
schools do (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2020a). Perhaps as a consequence of increasing accessi- 
bility, poor matching, and a lack of “consumer” knowl- 
edge among college applicants, rates of college attrition 
are extremely high: More than one-third of students who 
enter a full-time, two-year college program drop out after 
just 1 year, as do about one-fifth of students who enter a 
four-year college (National Center for Education Statis- 
tics, 2020). And while many of the students who leave 
after 1 year eventually finish their degree program, if not 
necessarily at the same school they started in, one-third 
of all students who enroll in college never finish. In other 
words, although a great deal has been done to make col- 
lege entrance more likely, rates of college graduation lag 
far behind rates of enrollment. 


The Non-College-Bound 


The problems associated with moving from high school 
to college pale in comparison to those associated with not 
going to college at all. College graduates earn substan- 
tially more income than do individuals who attend col- 
lege but do not graduate (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2019) (see Figure 6.11). Individuals who drop out of high 
school before graduation fare especially poorly economi- 
cally and suffer a wide range of problems, including 
unemployment, delinquency, unintended pregnancy, and 
substance abuse. 

One of the unfortunate by-products of our having 
made postsecondary education so accessible—and so 
expected—is that we have turned our backs on individuals 
who do not go directly to college, even though they com- 
pose one-third of the adolescent population. In most con- 
temporary American high schools, counseling is geared 
toward helping college-bound students continue their 
education. Billions of dollars, in the form of financial aid 
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Unemployment rates and earnings by educational attainment, 2019 


Unemployment rate (%) 


Total: 3.0% 
Figure 6.11 
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Individuals with more years of education earn more and are more likely to be employed. One important 


change that has taken place in recent years is a decline in the value of going to college but not finishing. Completing 
a few years of college without getting a degree provides little advantage over just graduating from high school. 


(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019) 


Note: Data are for persons age 25 and over. Earnings are for full-time wage and salary workers. 


and subsidized public college tuition, are given to these 
students. Some critics have suggested that we should 
spend just as much time and money helping the other 
third of the adolescent population make their transition 
into adulthood as smooth as possible (Wald, 2005). 

We noted earlier that opportunities for learning and 
for critical thinking are much greater in college-prep 
classes than in the general or vocational tracks. In addi- 
tion, students who are not headed for college-some by 
choice, others by unavoidable circumstance—find that 
their high schools have not prepared them at all for the 
world of work. Even those who complete school and earn 
a diploma—who have done what they were supposed to do 
as adolescents—may have a hard time finding employ- 
ment and a nearly impossible time finding a satisfying, 
well-paying job. As a consequence, many individuals who 
do not go to college spend their early adult years floun- 
dering between periods of part-time work, underemploy- 
ment (working at a job that is less challenging than they 
would like or are qualified for), and unemployment. 

Today, young adults without college experience often 
must try to make ends meet in minimum-wage jobs, which 
offer little in the way of promotion or advancement. The 
economic problems faced by non-college-bound youth 
have been compounded by the escalating costs of such 
essentials as housing and health care. It's not surprising 
that rates of depression are significantly higher among 
young adults who are not in school than among those 
who are, and they are especially high among individuals 
who are neither in school nor steadily employed (Aseltine 
& Gore, 2005). 


Schools and Adolescent 
Development 


The quality of secondary education has a significant 
impact on achievement and development. Good schools 
can have a number of positive effects, beyond increasing 
students' knowledge. And research has pointed to several 
factors that distinguish good schools from bad ones. 


Characteristics of Good Schools 


Despite all the debate about how secondary schools 
ought to be organized and reformed, there is a fair degree 
of consensus among experts about the characteristics of 
good schools for adolescents (Eccles & Roeser, 2011), at 
least as far as student achievement is concerned. 

First and foremost, good schools emphasize intellec- 
tual activities (Ravitch, 2000). They create this atmo- 
sphere in different ways, depending on the nature and size 
of the student body, but in these good schools, a common 
purpose—quality education—is valued and shared by stu- 
dents, teachers, administrators, and parents (Lee, Smith, 
& Croninger, 1997). Learning is more important to stu- 
dents than athletics or extracurricular activities, and see- 
ing that students learn is more important to teachers and 
administrators than seeing that they graduate. All students 
are expected to learn, and all students are taught by teach- 
ers who use proven instructional methods. 

Second, good schools have teachers who are commit- 
ted to their students and who are given freedom and 
autonomy by administrators in the way that they express 


177 


178 


PART2 The Contexts of Adolescence 


this commitment in the classroom (Lee, Smith, & 
Croninger, 1997). In all schools, of course, teachers have 
curricular requirements that they must fulfill. But in good 
schools, teachers are given relatively more authority to 
decide how their lessons are planned and how their 
classes are conducted. When teachers are given a say in 
school governance, they find it easier to commit to the 
shared values of the institution. 

Third, good schools are well integrated into the commu- 
nities they serve (Eccles & Roeser, 2009). Active attempts 
are made to involve parents in education, which is an 
important influence on student achievement and a deter- 
rent against dropping out (Rumberger & Palardy, 2005). 
Links are forged between the high school and local colleges 
and universities so that advanced students may take more 
challenging and more stimulating courses for high school 
credit. Bridges are built between the high school and local 
employers so that students begin to see the relevance of 
their high school education to their occupational futures. 

Fourth, good schools are composed of good class- 
rooms, where students are active participants in the 
process of education, not passive recipients of lecture 
material. The atmosphere is orderly but not oppressive. 
Innovative projects replace rote memorization as a way of 
encouraging learning. Students are challenged to think 
critically and to debate important issues, rather than 
being asked simply to regurgitate yesterday’s lessons 
(Eccles & Roeser, 2011). 

Finally, good schools for adolescents are staffed by 
teachers who are well-qualified and who have received spe- 
cific training in teaching adolescents. Studies conducted in 
many different countries find that students who attend 
schools with a high proportion of teachers who are certi- 
fied, who majored in the subject they are teaching, and who 
are experienced achieve more and are more likely to gradu- 
ate than their peers in schools with less qualified teachers. 
Unfortunately, schools that serve the most needy students— 
from poor families or with limited language skills—are least 
likely to have qualified teachers (Eccles & Roeser, 2011). 
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making the personal 
connection 


Based on the criteria of good schools discussed in this 
chapter, how would you rate the high school that you 
attended? 


The Effects of School on Adolescent 
Development 


Whatever the shortcomings of schools, staying in school 
is preferable to dropping out, not only in terms of future 


earnings but in terms of intellectual development as well. 
When Norway some years ago increased the number of 
years of schooling it required adolescents to complete, 
the average IQ of the young adult population increased 
significantly (Brinch & Galloway, 2012). In general, 
though, schooling affects adolescents’ achievement test 
scores more than their performance on tests of cognitive 
skills, such as memory, suggesting that the impact of 
school may be primarily through students’ acquisition of 
new information, rather than improved cognitive abilities 
(Finn et al., 2014). 

Far less is known about the impact of schools on psy- 
chosocial development. Most schools are not structured to 
promote psychosocial development, given their excessive 
focus on conformity and obedience and their lack of 
encouragement for creativity, independence, and self- 
reliance (Friedenberg, 1967). This certainly comes through 
loud and clear when adolescents are asked about their 
classroom experiences. But there are many good schools in 
which students not only learn the academic material taught 
in classes but also learn about themselves, their relation- 
ships with others, and society. Attending a school that has 
a positive climate can even help protect against some of the 
adverse effects of exposure to the sort of family environ- 
ment or peer group that increases the risk of alcohol and 
drug use (Mayberry, Espelage, & Koenig, 2009). 

It is also important to recognize that despite adults’ 
intentions and objectives, students do not view school 
solely in terms of its academic agenda. Adults may evalu- 
ate schools in terms of their contribution to adolescents’ 
cognitive and career development, but for the typical 
adolescent, school is a primary setting for socializing. 
Students’ happiness in school is most influenced by their 
relationships with their peers (Booth & Sheehan, 2008). 

Studies also show that students’ experiences within a 
school can vary widely according to their track, their peer 
group, and their extracurricular activities. Academically 
talented and economically advantaged students have a 
more positive experience in school than their less capable 
or less affluent counterparts—positive not only with 
respect to what they learn in class but also with respect to 
the impact of school on their feelings about themselves as 
individuals. They receive more attention from their teach- 
ers, are more likely to hold positions of leadership in 
extracurricular organizations, and are more likely to expe- 
rience classes that are engaging and challenging. In other 
words, the structure of a school-its size, its tracking 
policy, its curricula—provides different intellectual and 
psychosocial opportunities for students who occupy 
different places within that structure. The best answer to 
the question “How do schools affect adolescent develop- 
ment?" is another question: "Which schools, which 
adolescents, and in what ways?" 
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One of the most important features of adoles- 
cence in contemporary society is the enormous amount of 
time they have to spend at their discretion. Many of today’s 
teenagers spend more time in leisure activities than they do 
in school, more time alone than with members of their family, 
more time each week on a part-time job than on homework, 


and considerably more time online, texting with friends, using 
social media, or watching television than in the classroom 
(Roberts, Henricksen, & Foehr, 2009; Staff, Messersmith, & 
Schulenberg, 2009). In this chapter, we look at these other 
important contexts of adolescence—the contexts of work, 
leisure, and the mass media, including the Internet. 


Adolescents’ Free Time in 
Contemporary Society 


The abundance of free time in the lives of today’s teenag- 
ers has several origins. Ironically, one of the most import- 
ant contributors was the development of compulsory 
schooling. 

Prior to the early decades of the twentieth century, 
adolescents were expected to work full-time, and most 
maintained schedules comparable to those of adults, 
working long hours each week. With the spread of sec- 
ondary schools, however, adolescents were more or less 
barred from the labor force: The part-time jobs held by 
teenagers that are familiar to us today—working behind 
fast-food counters or in supermarkets, for instance—did 
not exist in large numbers, making opportunities for after- 
school employment rare. 

One indirect effect of compulsory high school, then, 
was to increase the amount of free time available to young 
people—time that previously would have been occupied 
by work. At the turn of the twentieth century, adults were 
so worried about the free time available to adolescents 
that they began to establish various youth clubs and activ- 
ities, such as the Boy Scouts and organized sports, in 
order to occupy teenagers’ “idle hands" (Hine, 1999). 
Organized leisure became an institutionalized part of 
adolescence as a supplement to school and a replacement 
for full-time employment. 

A second influence on the rise of free time for adoles- 
cents in contemporary society was the increased afflu- 
ence of Americans following World War II. The invention 
of the "teenager"—and, more important, the discovery of 
the teenager by advertisers and marketers—changed the 
nature of adolescence. As adolescents gained more 
autonomy, they became consumers with plenty of discre- 
tionary income (Osgerby, 2008). This week, notice the 
commercials and advertisements aimed at teenagers on 
television, in magazines, or online. You'll see that much 
of the advertising concerns leisure expenditures: music, 
movies, restaurants, electronics, cosmetics, sporting 
goods, and so on. 

Over the past decade, there have been a few notable 
changes in how American teenagers spend their free time 
(Livingston, 2019). Surprisingly, they are spending more 
time sleeping and doing homework than their 


counterparts did a decade ago. And they are spending 
less time working in part-time jobs and socializing with 
friends. It probably will not surprise you that there are 
predictable sex differences in how adolescents spend 
their free time: boys spend more time than girls in front of 
screens and playing sports; girls spend more time than 
boys shopping, grooming, doing housework, and running 
household errands. 

These studies show that adolescents' free time is not 
best thought of as a zero-sum phenomenon in which 
involvement in one activity automatically displaces 
involvement in another. Rather, there are well-rounded 
adolescents who have substantial time commitments 
across many different activities, adolescents who tend to 
focus on one type of activity (usually sports), and adoles- 
cents who don't do much of anything outside of school. 
Most studies find that a ^mixed" extracurricular portfolio 
may be better for adolescents' development than one that 
only includes sports (Sharp et al., 2015; Viau & Poulin, 
2015). Although it is the case that relatively busier adoles- 
cents are better adjusted and more accomplished than 
their classmates, whether their better adjustment is a 
cause or consequence of their busy schedules isn't clear 
(Nelson & Gastic, 2009). 


One important feature of adolescence in contemporary society 
is the tremendous amount of time teenagers have for leisure 
activities. Thinkstock Images/Comstock Images/Getty Images 


What is the effect of all this free time on adolescents’ 
behavior and development? Are they learning about the 
real world from their part-time jobs? Are extracurricular 
activities beneficial? Are teenagers driven toward sex and 
violence by the mass media? Are they really affected by 
the music they listen to, videos on YouTube, or violent 
video games? Has the increase in time that they spend 
online adversely affected their ability to relate to others in 
person? Are concerns about adolescents’ exposure to 
pornography on the Internet legitimate, or are they over- 
stated? These are some of the questions we will address in 
this chapter. We begin by examining how teenagers are 
affected by after-school jobs. 


Adolescents and Work 


Many American high school students will have worked in 
an after-school job before graduating, although the pro- 
portion of teenagers who are employed during the school 
declined dramatically in the past two decades, as did the 
number of weekly hours employed teenagers devote to 
their jobs (Staff et al., 2020). Working while attending 
high school was especially common in the 1980s, but 
school-year employment became less common at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century. In fact, the propor- 
tion of high school students who work during the school 
year is now at its lowest level in recent history (Twenge & 
Park, 2017). Whereas over 75% of high school seniors 
worked during the school year in 1977, only 40% did in 
2012 (Staff et al., 2020). The pattern of rise and fall in 
student employment tells an interesting story about the 
nature of adolescence in modern society. 


The Rise and Fall of the Student Worker 


Prior to 1925, teenagers from all but the most affluent 
families left school between the ages of 12 and 15 to 
become full-time workers (Horan & Hargis, 1991). 
Depending on their social class, adolescents were either 
students or workers but not both. 

As secondary education became more widespread, 
more young people remained in school well into middle 
and late adolescence, and fewer dropped out to work. The 
employment of American teenagers declined steadily 
during the first four decades of the twentieth century. It’s 
hard to imagine, given the presence of teenagers behind 
cash registers and fast-food counters today, but in 1940, 
only about 3% of high school students worked during the 
school year (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1940). 

This state of affairs was transformed by the growth of the 
retail and service sectors of the economy during the last 
half of the twentieth century. Employers needed people 
who were willing to work part-time for low wages and short 
work shifts. Many businesses looked to teenagers to fill 
these jobs—and, in the mid-1970s, teenagers were plentiful. 
The proportion of American high school students holding 
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part-time jobs rose dramatically during the 1970s. Working 
during the school year became a way of life. 


Recent Trends in Adolescent Work The trend of 
more and more students holding jobs during the school 
year began to reverse itself about 40 years ago for several 
reasons (Morisi, 2008). Policy makers began calling for 
tougher standards in high schools. Schools began requir- 
ing more from their students, and many implemented 
graduation requirements. As more and more students 
sought college admission, a higher proportion of them 
began taking Advanced Placement (AP) courses, which 
had homework requirements that placed demands on stu- 
dents when they were out of school. Eager to fill their 
college applications with lists of extracurricular activities, 
many high school students opted to join their schools’ 
teams and clubs, and to volunteer in the community, 
rather than spend their time in after-school jobs. 

Second, just as adolescent workers became increas- 
ingly in demand as the service economy expanded during 
the last half of the twentieth century, the retraction of the 
economy during the first decade of the twenty-first cen- 
tury increased competition for the same jobs that teenag- 
ers could have just for the asking a couple of decades 
before. As the recession worsened and many adults lost 
their jobs, stores and restaurants began hiring unemployed 
adults instead of high school students (a pattern reminis- 
cent of the early twentieth century, when competition for 
factory jobs prevented many teenagers from working). 

Immigration also brought to the United States many 
adults who were willing to take the part-time, mini- 
mum-wage jobs that had been the mainstays of the student 
employment. If you had walked into a fast-food restaurant 
in the 1980s, you would have been struck by the number of 
teenagers behind the counter. Today, many fast-food restau- 
rants still employ a lot of adolescents, but they work side by 
side with people two, three, and even four times their age. 

Finally, the growth of new technologies during the 
first part of the twenty-first century expanded leisure 
opportunities for many teenagers, many of whom pre- 
ferred to spend their free time online rather than behind 
a cash register. Over the past three decades, there has 
been a significant increase in the proportion of adoles- 
cents who, when asked what they want out of a job, report 
that having time for leisure is important and a decline in 
the proportion who say they would work even if they had 
enough money (Wray-Lake et al., 2011). 

During the recession, teenagers' hourly wages did not 
keep pace with increases in the price of the things they 
were interested in purchasing (Zick, 2010). As more and 
more attractive (and relatively inexpensive) leisure 
options became available online and as the economic 
benefits of working declined, teenagers saw less reason to 
take on after-school jobs. As Figure 7.1 shows, there were 
similar declines over this same time period in the propor- 
tion of teenagers who have a driver's license or go out on 
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Figure 71 There have been steady 100 
declines in the proportion of teenagers 
who work for pay, have a driver's license, 
or go out on dates. Researchers speculate 
that adolescents prefer to spend time at 
home, online, than out of the house. 
(Twenge & Park, 2019) 
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dates. Employment isn't the only activity that time spent 
online has likely displaced (Twenge & Park, 2019). 


making the cultural 

connection 

Student employment during the school year is far less 
common today that it was one or two generations ago. 
What might some of the positive and negative 
consequences of this be? 


The Adolescent Workplace Today 


Today, the majority of teenagers are employed in the 
retail and service industries. In general, older students are 
more likely to hold formal jobs (e.g., retail or restaurant 
work) than are younger students, who are more likely to 
hold informal jobs (e.g., baby-sitting or yard work) (Staff, 
Messersmith, & Schulenberg, 2009). As expected, work- 
ing teenagers in rural areas are more likely to be employed 
in agricultural occupations than are their urban or subur- 
ban counterparts. 

A small number of jobs accounts for a very large pro- 
portion of today's student workers. About 60% of 
employed 8th-graders work in just one of two jobs: 
babysitting or yard work. Job opportunities are nearly as 
restricted for older teenagers: Restaurant work (such as a 
counter worker in a fast-food restaurant) and retail sales 
work (such as a cashier in a clothing store) account for 
more than half of all working students' jobs. Very few 
teenagers are employed on farms or in factories anymore 
(Staff, Messersmith, & Schulenberg, 2009). 


The Adolescent Work Environment Most teenag- 
ers’ jobs are pretty dreary. With occasional exceptions, 
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the work is repetitive, monotonous, and intellectually 
unchallenging. Some jobs are highly stressful, requiring 
that adolescents work under intense time pressure with- 
out much letup and exposing them to potential injury and 
accidents (National Research Council, 1998). Not all 
jobs are this tedious or dangerous, of course, and some 
researchers have argued that adolescents in better jobs, in 
which they can learn genuinely useful skills, benefit from 
employment (Mortimer et al., 1996). While this may be 
true in theory, only a small proportion of adolescents 
hold jobs in which there is ample opportunity to learn 
new or higher-level skills. 

Teenagers themselves don't necessarily say that these 
jobs are tedious, however. The majority of adolescent work- 
ers describe their jobs favorably, saying that they learned 
things, liked the people with whom they worked, had oppor- 
tunities to exercise responsibility, and were satisfied with 
their pay. Perhaps compared to school, where adolescents 
are frequently bored and seldom challenged, even menial 
jobs are comparatively satisfying. And perhaps there is 
something about earning money and having some responsi- 
bility, regardless of how modest, that makes adolescents feel 
better about themselves and translates into a positive descrip- 
tion of their work experience. As you will see in a later sec- 
tion of this chapter, when adolescents are placed in positions 
of responsibility, they come to feel more responsible. 


Employment and Adolescent 
Development 


The impact of employment on the psychological develop- 
ment of adolescents has been the focus of numerous studies 
(Staff, Messersmith, & Schulenberg, 2009). Researchers 
have asked three broad questions: whether working helps 
adolescents develop a sense of responsibility; whether 


Many adolescents hold part-time jobs during the school year. 
Research has questioned whether working is good or bad for 
adolescent development. Peter Mason/Photodisc/Getty Images 


working interferes with other activities, such as school; and 
whether working promotes the development of undesirable 
behaviors, such as drug and alcohol use. 


The Development of Responsibility Most people 
believe that working builds character, teaches adolescents 
about the real world, and helps them prepare for adult- 
hood, but these assumptions are not generally supported 
by research. There is little evidence that holding a job 
makes adolescents more responsible (Monahan, Lee, & 
Steinberg, 2011). In fact, just the opposite may be true: 
Some research has found high rates of misconduct on the 
job among adolescent workers (e.g., stealing from employ- 
ers, lying about the number of hours worked), especially 
those whose work is not closely supervised by adults 
(Staff, Messersmith, & Schulenberg, 2009). 

People's recollections of what they learned from work- 
ing as teenagers are far more positive than many studies 
of adolescent work indicate (Mortimer, 2003). Many 
adults say that their jobs as teenagers helped them learn 
such things as punctuality, ways to deal effectively with 
strangers, and even how to cope with work one didn't 
necessarily want to do. Here's how one adult put it, 
looking back on his job at a car wash: 


It was a brainless job. ... The hardest part was fighting off the 
boredom, and we would get creative about how to do this, 
usually while getting high. But it was an important 
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experience—l saw what it was like to work, got more 
independent, and made some friends I still know. The money 
helped me get my first car and first real girlfriend. (Staff, 
Messersmith, & Schulenberg, 2009, p. 270) 


One specific aspect of responsibility that working is 
believed to affect is money management. Because a high 
school senior who holds a minimum-wage job for 20 hours 
a week—a common pattern among high school seniors— 
earns close to $600 per month (and more than $1,000 per 
month in states where the minimum wage is much higher 
than the federal government requires), holding a job may 
provide many opportunities for learning how to budget, 
save, and spend money wisely. Few teenagers exercise a 
great deal of responsibility when it comes to managing 
their earnings, though. The majority of adolescent work- 
ers spend most of their earnings on personal expenses, 
such as clothes or cars. Fewer than 1076 of adolescents 
who work save most of their income for future education, 
and even fewer use their earnings to help their families 
with household expenses (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2005). 

The most reasonable conclusion we can draw about 
the impact of working on psychological development is 
that it depends on the nature of the job, just as the impact 
of schooling depends on the nature of the school 
(Rauscher et al., 2013). In jobs in which adolescents are 
given genuine responsibility, make important decisions, 
and perform challenging tasks, they are more likely to 
come away feeling more mature, competent, and depend- 
able. In jobs in which the work is repetitive, stressful, or 
unchallenging, they probably will gain very little from the 
experience. In other words, while it is possible for an ado- 
lescent to benefit psychologically from working, it is not 
probable. According to one analysis, the most common 
adolescent jobs—in fast-food restaurants or retail stores, 
for example—ranked highest in stress and in interference 
with other parts of life, and lowest in their likelihood of 
providing skills or leading to a career (Staff, Messersmith, 
& Schulenberg, 2009). 


The Impact on Schooling A second question that 
has received a fair amount of research attention concerns 
the impact of working on adolescents’ involvement in 
other activities, most notably, schooling. Here, studies 
indicate that the issue is not whether a teenager works but 
how much (Stone, 2011). 

Youngsters who work long hours are absent from 
school more often, are less likely to participate in extra- 
curricular activities, report enjoying school less, spend 
less time on their homework, and earn slightly lower 
grades. This appears to be true both because teenagers 
who are less interested in school choose to work longer 
hours and because working long hours leads to disengage- 
ment from school (Monahan & Steinberg, 2011; Nagen- 
gast et al., 2014). Working long hours takes an especially 
bad toll on achievement among White and Asian students 
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from middle-class families (Bachman et al., 2013; Hwang 
& Domina, 2017). 

Intensive involvement in a part-time job also increases 
the likelihood of dropping out of school (Staff et al., 
2020). Students who spend a lot of time on the job have 
less ambitious plans for further education (Marsh & Kleit- 
man, 2005), and they complete fewer years of college, in 
part because students with low aspirations for the future 
choose to work longer hours than their peers (Bachman 
et al., 2011). It is important to stress, however, that work- 
ing fewer than 20 hours per week does not appear to have 
these adverse effects (Hwang & Domina, 2017). There is 
no evidence that summer employment, even for long 
hours, affects school performance, suggesting that the 
negative impact of working on school performance during 
the school year is probably due to the time demands of 
having a job while being a student (Oettinger, 1999). 

The impact of working on students' actual grades and 
achievement test scores is small (Staff, Messersmith, & 
Schulenberg, 2009), but extensive employment during the 
school year may harm school performance in ways that 
are not revealed by looking only at grade point averages or 
test scores. Students who work a great deal pay less atten- 
tion in class and exert less effort on their studies (Mona- 
han, Lee, & Steinberg, 2011). When students work a great 
deal, they often develop strategies for protecting their 
grades. These strategies include taking easier courses, cut- 
ting corners on assignments, copying homework from 
friends, and cheating (Steinberg & Dornbusch, 1991). 

Not surprisingly, teachers often express concern about 
the excessive involvement of students in after-school jobs 
(Bills, Helms, & Ozcan, 1995). Some teachers have 
responded by lowering classroom expectations, assigning 
less homework, and using class time for students to 


Working long hours takes its toll on performance in school. 
Employed students often protect their grades by cutting 
corners, taking easier classes, and cheating. Antonio Diaz/Getty 
Images 


complete assignments that otherwise would be done out- 
side of school. Thus, when large numbers of students in a 
school are employed, even those who don't have jobs can 
be affected indirectly. The fact that far fewer high school 
students are working today than in the past therefore is 
good news, at least for teachers. 


The Promotion of Problem Behavior Many people 
think that keeping teenagers busy with work keeps them 
out of trouble. Contrary to popular belief, however, 
employment during adolescence does not deter delin- 
quent activity (Monahan, Steinberg, & Cauffman, 2013). 
Indeed, several studies suggest that working long hours 
may actually be associated with increases in aggression, 
school misconduct, minor delinquency, and precocious 
sexual activity (M. Lee et al., 2017; Staff et al., 2012). 
Many studies also have found that rates of smoking, 
drinking, and drug use are higher among teenage workers 
than nonworkers, especially among students who work 
long hours (Monahan, Lee, & Steinberg, 2011). 

The extent to which working actually causes these 
problems isn't clear—as the saying goes, correlation is not 
causation. Working long hours clearly creates problems 
for some students. But the higher rate of delinquency 
among working adolescents is also because delinquent 
youth are simply more likely than their peers to choose to 
work long hours (Staff et al., 2010). Similarly, working 
long hours leads to increases in substance use, but stu- 
dents who smoke, drink, and use other drugs also are 
more likely to want to work long hours (Bachman et al., 
2011; Monahan, Lee, & Steinberg, 2011). 

The link between working and substance use probably 
reflects the fact that adolescents who work long hours 
have more discretionary income and, hence, greater 
opportunity to purchase cigarettes, alcohol, and other 
drugs. In addition, drug and alcohol use are more com- 
mon among adolescents who work under conditions of 
high job stress than among their peers who work for 
comparable amounts of time and money but under less 
stressful conditions-and many adolescents work in 
stressful work settings (Staff, Messersmith, & Schulen- 
berg, 2009). It may also be that working long hours dis- 
rupts adolescents’ relationships with their parents, 
which, in turn, leads to problem behavior (Longest & 
Shanahan, 2007). 

One point of debate among researchers who study 
adolescent employment concerns the differential impact 
of working on middle-class versus poor youth. Some 
researchers have found that working, even in the sorts of 
jobs available to teenagers, has special benefits for inner- 
city adolescents from single-parent families, from poor 
families, with poor school records, or with histories of 
delinquency (Monahan et al., 2013; Purtell & McLoyd, 
2013). However, other researchers have found that work- 
ing has similar detrimental effects for inner-city youth 
and middle-class teenagers (Staff et al., 2020). 


In sum, studies of work and adolescent development 
point to a complicated pattern of cause and effect that 
unfolds over time. Adolescents who are less attached and 
committed to school and who are more involved in prob- 
lem behavior are more likely to choose to work long 
hours. Working long hours, in turn, leads to more disen- 
gagement from school and increased problem behavior. 
In other words, intensive employment during the school 
year most threatens the school performance and psycho- 
logical well-being of those students who can least afford 
to suffer the consequences of overcommitment to a job. 


n 


making the personal 

connection 

Think back to your own work experiences as an 
adolescent, during either the summer or the school year. 


What were the best jobs you had? Which ones were the 
worst? Why? 


Adolescents and Leisure 


Adolescents in the United States and other Western 
countries spend nearly half their waking hours in leisure 
activities, such as socializing with friends, either in per- 
son, by phone, or electronically; watching television and 
listening to music; searching the Internet and playing 
video games; playing sports, practicing a musical instru- 
ment, or working on hobbies; and sometimes not doing 
anything at all (Mahoney et al., 2005). 

One important difference between leisure and other 
activities is that adolescents choose their leisure activi- 
ties, whereas their time at school and work is dictated by 
others. Perhaps as a consequence, and not surprisingly, 
adolescents report being in a better mood during leisure 
activities than during school or work. Leisure activities 
that are both structured and voluntary—such as sports, 
hobbies, artistic activities, and clubs—provide special 
psychological benefits (Larson, 2000). 


Adolescents’ Free Time and 
Their Moods 


Researchers have been interested in how adolescents' 
moods change when they are involved in leisure activities, 
but studying adolescents emotional states is tricky 
because individuals’ emotions change during the day and 
a researcher's assessment at a specific point in time may 
not reflect their moods at other points in the day. Sup- 
pose a researcher wanted to know how adolescents' 
moods were affected by various activities—such as attend- 
ing school, watching television, or having dinner with the 
family. Although it would be possible to interview respon- 
dents at some later point and ask them to recall their 
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moods at different points in the 
day, we can't be sure whether 
their recollections would be 
entirely accurate. 


experience sampling 
method (ESM) 

A method of collecting data 
about adolescents emotional 


states, in which individuals are 


signaled and asked to report 


The Experience Sampling 
Method Using a technique 
called the experience sampling 
method (ESM), researchers are able to collect detailed 
information about adolescents’ experiences over the 
course of the day. Adolescents carry electronic devices, 
such as smartphones, and, when they are signaled, report 
whom they are with, what they are doing, and how they 
are feeling. The ESM has been used to chart adolescents’ 
moods, monitor their social relationships, and catalog 
their activities in far greater detail than would be possible 
through standard questionnaires. 

In one of the first ESM studies (Larson & Richards, 
1991), done long before there were smartphones, nearly 
500 adolescents ages 9-15 carried pagers and booklets of 
self-report forms for one week and filled out a survey each 
time they were signaled. The form contained a series of 
questions about companionship (“Who were you with [or 
talking to on the phone]?”), location (“Where were 
you?”), activity (“What were you doing?”), and mood 
(the adolescents used a checklist to report their feelings). 
The adolescents were beeped seven times each day, once 
during every 2-hour block between 7:30 A.M. and 9:30 P.M. 
The researchers charted changes in activities, companion- 
ship, and mood over the course of the week. 

According to this and other studies, adolescents’ 
moods are most positive when they are with their friends 
and least positive when they are alone; their moods when 
with their family fall somewhere in between. Between 
grades 5 and 9, adolescents’ moods while with friends 
become more positive, whereas their moods while with 
their family become more negative between elementary 
and middle school (between grades 5 and 7) and then rise 
between middle school and high school (between grades 
8 and 9). This dip parallels findings from other research 
on family relations that point to early adolescence as a 
time of heightened strain in the parent-child relationship 
(Laursen & Collins, 2009). 

When adolescents are in school, they report moderate 
levels of concentration but very low levels of motivation or 
interest in what they are doing. When they are with friends, 
teenagers report moderate levels of motivation and inter- 
est but low levels of concentration. But when adolescents 
are engaged in extracurricular activities, they usually 
report high levels of both concentration and interest. 

One ESM study of after-school programs found that the 
combination of high motivation, concentration, and 
engagement was most commonly observed when young 
adolescents were involved in sports or some of the arts, 
such as playing a musical instrument or practicing ballet 
(Shernoff & Vandell, 2007). While adolescents are in 
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For many adolescents around the world, school-sponsored 
extracurricular activities provide the context for much of their 
leisure activity. John Flournoy/McGraw Hill 


unstructured leisure activities, such as watching TV, they 
tend to show the same pattern as when they are socializing 
with friends: moderate interest but low concentration. Par- 
ticipation in structured extracurricular activities, such as 
hobbies or sports, has been shown to be the most valuable 
way for adolescents to spend free time, in terms of their 
current and future psychological development (McHale, 
Crouter, & Tucker, 2001). This argues against cutting back 
on extracurricular offerings and, instead, expanding them 
so that more students can reap their benefits. 


Structured Leisure Activities 


School-sponsored extracurricular activities provide the 
context for much of adolescents’ leisure activity (Farb & 


Figure 7.2 About 85% of high 100 
school students participate in one Activity type 
or more extracurricular activities. 90 


The most common pattern is for 
students to participate in both 
athletic and nonathletic ones. 70 
(Meier, Hartmann, & Larson, 2018) 
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Matjasko, 2012). About 85% of American high school 
students participate in one or more extracurricular activi- 
ties, a figure that has remained constant over recent 
decades. The most popular extracurricular activity in the 
United States is athletics, in which more half of all adoles- 
cents participate, either by itself or in combination with 
one or more nonsport activities; it is also the extracurric- 
ular activity that has been most extensively studied 
(Meier, Hartmann, & Larson, 2018) (see Figure 7.2). The 
other two main extracurricular activities are those related 
to music (about one-fifth of adolescents are members of a 
school band, chorus, orchestra, or glee club) and those 
related to academic or occupational interests (about one- 
fifth are members of clubs devoted to science, foreign 
languages, or certain careers). 

Extracurricular participation is influenced by a num- 
ber of factors (Lenzi et al., 2012; Mahoney et al., 2009; 
Meier, Hartmann, & Larson, 2018). It is more prevalent 
among adolescents from more affluent families, White 
students, students who earn better grades, and students 
from smaller schools and smaller, more rural communi- 
ties, where school activities often play a relatively more 
central role in the lives of adults and adolescents alike 
(e.g., where an entire community may turn out for Friday 
night football). 

Middle-class parents encourage their children to par- 
ticipate in extracurricular activities primarily as a means 
of self-improvement (often, with the child's future in 
mind), whereas working-class families are more likely to 
do so as a way of keeping their teens safe and out of trou- 
ble during after-school hours (Bennett, Lutz, & Jayaram, 
2012; Lam & McHale, 2015). Adolescents whose parents 
are involved in the community or who reinforce their chil- 
dren's interests are also more likely to participate 
(Persson, Kerr, & Stattin, 2007). Extracurricular partici- 
pation is stable over time: Students who are highly 
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involved in these activities at the beginning of high school 
are likely to stay highly involved through graduation 
(Denault & Poulin, 2009). 


The Impact of Extracurricular Participation on 
Development Extracurricular participation has many 
benefits. It improves students’ performance in school, 
increases the odds of college enrollment, and reduces the 
likelihood of dropping out (Shifrer et al., 2015; Van 
Boekel et al., 2016). It deters delinquency, drug use, and 
other types of risk taking (Eisman et al., 2018; McCabe, 
Modecki, & Barber, 2016). And it enhances students’ psy- 
chological well-being and social status (Farb & Matjasko, 
2012; Jewett et al., 2014). Participation in organized com- 
munity-based activities also protects adolescents in disad- 
vantaged neighborhoods from exposure to violence, by 
keeping them in safer settings after school (Gardner, 
Browning, & Brooks-Gunn, 2012). Despite concerns that 
overscheduling adolescents, especially in affluent com- 
munities, creates pressures that compromise their mental 
health (Mahoney & Vest, 2012), several studies have 
found no such effect (Luthar, Barkin, & Crossman, 2013; 
Randall, Bohnert, & Travers, 2015). 

The one exception to this uniformly positive picture is 
involvement in team sports, which, while associated with 
many psychological benefits, such as better mental 
health, better sleep, and higher school achievement, is 
also associated with increased alcohol use and delin- 
quency. This latter consequence is seen especially among 
boys who have a strong “jock” identity and who partici- 
pate in school-sponsored, male-dominated sports, such as 
football (Mays & Thompson, 2009; Viau & Poulin, 2015). 

Extracurricular participation in high school is cor- 
related with participation in college and with community 
involvement in adulthood. Youngsters who are partici- 
pants as 9th-graders are likely to be similarly busy 
throughout high school, and people who are “doers” 
during adolescence tend to remain so in young and mid- 
dle adulthood. Along similar lines, individuals who par- 
ticipate in sports during adolescence are likely to continue 
athletic activities in adulthood (Agans, Johnson, & 
Lerner, 2017). 

Studies have found benefits of participating in struc- 
tured extracurricular activities as many as 8 years after 
high school graduation (Haghighat & Knifsend, 2019), 
especially among individuals whose extracurricular par- 
ticipation lasted at least 2 years and occupied a relatively 
high number of hours each week. These benefits were 
seen only among individuals whose activities were 
school-sponsored, however, perhaps because this helps 
strengthen students’ attachment to school, which in turn 
contributes to their future educational success (Knifsend 
& Graham, 2012). This “spillover effect” is especially 
strong among adolescents who are less able students, 
among those who go to schools in poor communities, and 
among teenagers from immigrant families (Camacho & 
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Participation in school-sponsored extracurricular activities, 
such as athletics, leads to better school achievement. 
HRAUN/Getty Images 


Fuligini, 2015). There is some evidence, though, that 
whereas a reasonable amount of extracurricular partici- 
pating contributes to earning a college degree on time, 
students who participate in many activities as high school 
students take longer to graduate from college, most likely 
because they continued their intense extracurricular 
participation in college, which may have slowed their 
academic progress (Gardner et al., 2020). 

One study of a high school theater production also 
found that the experience contributed in important ways 
to adolescents' emotional development. Through the 
course of preparing for their performance, students 
learned how to better manage their emotions, better 
understand others' feelings, and how to deal more effec- 
tively with anger, frustration, and stress. The atmosphere 
cultivated by the activity's advisors appears to be crucial 
for making the experience a positive one (Gaudreau, 
Amiot, & Vallerand, 2009; Larson & Brown, 2007). The 
quality of relationships adolescents develop with the 
adults they encounter in extracurricular activities is an 
especially important influence on the overall impact of 
the experience (Oosterhoff et al., 2017). 

Researchers speculate that extracurricular activities 
have positive effects because they increase students' con- 
tact with teachers and other school personnel who rein- 
force the value of school (as when a coach or advisor 
counsels a student about plans for college) and because 
participation itself may improve students' self-confidence 
and self-esteem (Denault & Guay, 2017; Guzmán-Rocha, 
McLeod, & Bohnert, 2017). Some educators believe that 
extracurricular participation also helps bond students to 
their school, perhaps by developing relationships with 
peers that make attending school more enjoyable (Knifsend 
et al., 2018; Oberle et al., 2019). This may be especially 
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routine activity theory 

A perspective on adolescence 
that views unstructured, 
unsupervised time with peers 
as a main cause of misbehavior. 
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beneficial for those who are not 
achieving academically; for 
many of them, their extracurric- 
ular activity is what keeps them 
coming to school each day 
(Dotterer, McHale, & Crouter, 
2007; J. Mahoney et al., 2009). 

Adolescents who combine participation in sports with 
other sorts of extracurricular activities, and who there- 
fore have multiple points of “attachment” to their school, 
fare better than those who are solely involved in athletics 
(Linver, Roth, & Brooks-Gunn, 2009; Zarrett et al., 
2009). Extracurricular activities may also bring adoles- 
cents into contact with peers who influence them in ben- 
eficial ways (Schaefer et al., 2011; Viau, Denault, & 
Poulin, 2015), often among adolescents from different 
ethnic groups (Knifsend & Juvonen, 2017). 

Participation in certain sports can increase adoles- 
cents’ involvement in problem behavior, however 
(Crean, 2012). Studies of male football players have 
found that they were relatively more likely to get into 
serious fights (Beaver, Barnes, & Boutwell, 2016) and 
that violence was most common among football players 
whose friends also played football (Kreager, 2007b). 
Another found similar effects of sports participation on 
delinquency: Boys who participated in organized sports 
were more likely to spend their free time hanging out 
with their friends, and this led them to be involved in 
more antisocial (although not necessarily violent) 
behavior (Gardner & Brooks-Gunn, 2009). (As you will 
read in a moment, during adolescence, spending 
unstructured, unsupervised time with friends is a recipe 
for trouble.) 

Several additional cautions have been raised about 
adolescents’ participation in athletics (Steinberg, 2014c). 
As extracurricular sports have become more competitive, 
the number of young people injured during these activi- 
ties has risen substantially. Each year, well over 1 million 
adolescent athletes are treated in emergency rooms. It is 
estimated that between 1 and 2 million children and teen- 
agers in the United States experience a recreation- or 
sports-related concussion each year (Bryan et al., 2016). 
According to some estimates, more than half of all ado- 
lescents who play organized sports have played while 
injured. Half of all coaches say they've been aware that 
one of their players was playing with an injury, sometimes 
with a serious sprain or broken bones. One-third of all 
adolescent athletes say they've been deliberately injured 
by an opponent. 

In addition, many adolescents feel anxious and 
tense within the competitive atmosphere that has come 
to dominate after-school sports in many communities. 
Nearly three-quarters of all student athletes have been 
screamed at by a coach, and 40% of these adolescents 
say they wanted to quit the team as a result. Many 
student-athletes report feeling so stressed that they 


experience academic burnout (Sorkkila et al., 2018, 
pp. 122-124): 


I dont know, it's pretty hard for me . . . umm . . . I didn't pass 
all the tests so it's pretty stressful cause I'm not passing the 
tests . . . after school I go straight to the rink, so I eat there are 
wait for practice to start . . . and after training I'm so tired, it's 
not good to start doing schoolwork then. 


Thus, while competitive athletics are a source of con- 
siderable pleasure for some adolescents, they are a source 
of equally considerable stress for others (Larson, Hansen, 
& Moneta, 2006; Scanlan, Babkes, & Scanlan, 2005). 
This is why having a coach who understands and looks 
out for these potential problems is so important. 


making the scientific 
connection 


E 


Why are the apparent effects of participation in 
extracurricular activities different from those associated 
with part-time employment? How might these two sets of 
experiences differ? 


Unstructured Leisure Time 


One important distinction is between structured and 
supervised leisure activities, such as school- or communi- 
ty-sponsored extracurricular activities, and unstructured 
leisure activities, such as hanging out with friends without 
any organized activity in mind. Participation in structured 
leisure activities tends to have positive effects on adoles- 
cent development. Time spent in unstructured leisure 
activities does the reverse (Siennick & Osgood, 2012). 


Routine Activity Theory Several writers have argued 
that the combination of a lack of structure, socializing 
with peers, and the absence of adult supervision encour- 
ages delinquency and other problem behaviors. Accord- 
ing to routine activity theory, "the less structured an 
activity, the more likely a person is to encounter opportu- 
nities for problem behavior in the simple sense that he or 
she is not occupied doing something else" (Osgood 
et al., 2005, p. 51). Because adolescence is a time of 
heightened peer pressure and heightened susceptibility to 
peer influence, and because one of the strongest deter- 
rents against problem behavior is the presence of an 
adult, it is hardly surprising that unstructured peer activ- 
ity without adult supervision is associated with all sorts of 
problems: depression, delinquency, drug and alcohol use, 
violence, and precocious sexual activity (O. Atherton 
et al, 2016; Froyland, Bakken, & von Soest, 2020; 
Meldrum & Barnes, 2017). 

Adolescents who spend five or more evenings out in an 
average week are at least four times more likely to be 
involved in antisocial activity than those who go out less 
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Figure 7.3 Over the past 15 years, there has been a substantial decline in the number of evenings teenagers go out 


each week. (Keyes et al., 2018) 


than twice a week (Gage et al., 2005). As one team of writ- 
ers wryly put it, “Whether you like or dislike your father, it 
will be more convenient to smoke marijuana when he isn’t 
around” (Osgood et al., 1996, p. 640). Over the past two 
decades, however, the number of evenings adolescents 
spend out each week has dropped (see Figure 7.3) (Keyes 
et al., 2018). 


Time After School A prime time for unstructured and 
unsupervised leisure is during the afternoon on school 
days—after school has let out but before parents have 
returned home from work. As Figure 7.4 indicates, for 
instance, delinquency is more common on weekday after- 
noons than at any other time (Osgood et al., 2005). 


Figure 7.4 More arrests occur during 
school afternoons than at any other time, 
presumably because this is the time when 
adolescents are least likely to be 
supervised. (Osgood et al., 2005) 


Percent of arrests for 
aggravated assault 


In 2019, about 75% of mothers with children between 
ages 6 and 17, and more than 90% of fathers with children 
this age, were employed. Both parents work in more than 
65% of households with children this age (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2020). While some youngsters whose 
parents are at work during the afternoon are involved in 
school- or community-based programs that provide adult 
supervision, others spend their after-school hours away 
from adults, in their homes, with friends, or simply hang- 
ing out in neighborhoods and shopping malls (Mahoney 
& Parente, 2009). Affluent, suburban, and White children 
are most likely to be home unsupervised, and poor, 
minority, and urban and rural children are least likely 
(Mahoney et al., 2009). 
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positive youth development 
The goal of programs designed 
to facilitate healthy 
psychosocial development and 
not simply to deter 
problematic development. 
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Many teenagers spend time after school unsupervised. 
filadendron/Getty Images 


Psychologists have debated whether adolescents who 
take care of themselves after school profit from these 
opportunities for self-management or are at greater risk 
for problems because they aren’t supervised. Most studies 
show that children who are on their own after school do 
not differ from their peers when it comes to psychological 
development, school achievement, or self-conceptions 
(Mahoney et al., 2009). Self-care after school is associated 
with a wide range of adverse outcomes, however. Com- 
pared to young people who are supervised after school, 
those who aren’t feel more socially isolated and depressed 
and are more likely to have school problems, use drugs 
and alcohol, be involved in antisocial behavior, and be 
sexually active at earlier ages (Mahoney & Parente, 2009; 
Lee et al., 2019; Shumow, Smith, & Smith, 2009). 

One limitation of studies of youth in self-care is that 
they typically lump together all children who take care of 
themselves after school, even though there are important 
differences in their after-school arrangements (Mahoney 
et al., 2009). Spending time after school with friends in 
unsupervised settings is more problematic under some 
circumstances than others. Adolescents who go straight 
home after school are far less likely to engage in problem 
behavior than are those who go to a friend’s house or who 
just hang out (Mahoney & Parente, 2009). 

It’s not simply spending unsupervised time with peers 
that increases an adolescent’s likelihood of alcohol and 
drug use; it’s the combination of lacking supervision, 
having friends who like to party and use drugs, and being 
especially susceptible to peer pressure (Caldwell & Darling, 
1999). The harmful effects of 
low parental monitoring are 
especially bad in neighborhoods 
where other adults are unlikely 
to provide supervision if parents 
aren't around (Coley, Morris, & 
Hernandez, 2004). The negative 


effects of low parental monitoring and unsupervised peer 
group activity are especially pronounced in unsafe neigh- 
borhoods (Pettit et al., 1999). Adolescents also differ in 
their susceptibility to the adverse effects of self-care; not 
surprisingly, teenagers with established behavior problems 
are more negatively affected by being on their own than are 
their peers (Coley, Morris, & Hernandez, 2004). 

In summary, self-care after school probably doesn’t 
hold great benefits for youngsters and, under some condi- 
tions, may cause problems. What should parents do if 
they have no choice but to leave their youngsters in self- 
care? Experts advise parents to provide clear instructions 
about the child’s after-school activities and whereabouts, 
ask the child to check in with an adult as soon as the child 
gets home, and teach the child how to handle any emer- 
gencies that may arise (Steinberg, 2011). 


Promoting Positive Youth Development 


In light of evidence that certain types of extracurricular 
activities appear to benefit adolescents and in view of the 
potential dangers of leaving adolescents unsupervised 
after school, experts have called for better and more read- 
ily available after-school programming for adolescents. 
They argue that well-designed programs not only will 
deter problem behavior by providing adolescents with 
adult supervision but will also promote positive youth 
development (Seider, Jayawickreme, & Lerner, 2017; 
Tejada-Gallardo et al., 2020). 

Although the label “positive youth development” is rela- 
tively new, the concept is not. Indeed, the goals espoused by 
proponents of positive youth development programs today 
bear a striking resemblance to the stated goals of youth pro- 
grams that have been around for ages, such as the YMCA 
(founded in London in 1844 and transported to the United 
States in 1851), the Boys and Girls Clubs of America 
(founded in 1860), 4-H clubs (founded at the turn of the 
twentieth century), and scouting (founded in 1910). In 
1866, the YMCA of New York City announced that its pur- 
pose was “the improvement of the spiritual, mental, social 
and physical condition of young men” (YMCA, 2006). 

Experts’ interest in helping young people develop 
strengths, rather than simply preventing them from 
getting into trouble, has burgeoned in recent decades 
(e.g., Lerner et al., 2010). There are many different 
models of positive youth development, but they all are 
very similar (Lerner et al., 2009; Mahoney et al., 2009). 
One of the most widely cited emphasizes the “Five C’s” 
of positive youth development: Competence, Confidence, 
Connection, Character, and Caring/Compassion (see 
Table 7.1) (Bowers et al., 2014). Another model, the 
EPOCH model of positive adolescent psychology, stresses 
similar attributes: Engagement, Perseverance, Optimism, 
Connectedness, and Happiness (Kern et al., 2016). 

These characteristics, in one form or another, are 
often the focus of contemporary community-based pro- 
gramming for youth, including programs emphasizing 
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A positive view of one's actions in domain-specific areas, including social, academic, cognitive, 


and vocational. Social competence pertains to interpersonal skills (e.g., conflict resolution). 
Cognitive competence pertains to cognitive abilities (e.g., decision making). School grades, 
attendance, and test scores are part of academic competence. Vocational competence 


An internal sense of overall positive self-worth and self-efficacy; one's global self-regard, as 


Table 71 The Five C's of positive youth development 

Competence 
involves work habits and career choice explorations. 

Confidence 
opposed to domain-specific beliefs. 

Connection Positive bonds with people and institutions that are reflected in bidirectional exchanges 
between the individual and peers, family, school, and community in which both parties 
contribute to the relationship. 

Character 


Respect for societal and cultural rules, possession of standards for correct behaviors, a sense 


of right and wrong (morality), and integrity. 


Caring/compassion 


(Lerner et al., 2005). 


community service, volunteer activity, mentoring, and 
skill building. Evaluations of positive youth development 
programs have found small but significant effects on 
academic achievement and psychological adjustment but 
no impact on conduct problems, substance use, depres- 
sion, or risky sex. Thus, while these programs may be 
helpful in promoting positive development, they do not 
seem to be effective in preventing problematic develop- 
ment (Ciocanel et al., 2017). 

What makes a positive youth development program 
successful? Especially important are the extent to which 
participants volunteer their commitment, are placed in 
demanding roles, are encouraged to meet high expecta- 
tions, are expected to take responsibility for their behav- 
ior, and are helped to understand the consequences of 
failing to fulfill their obligations (Dawes & Larson, 2011). 
Researchers have described a multistep process through 
which program participation contributes to the develop- 
ment of responsibility. 

First, adolescents voluntarily take on new roles and 
obligations. As an adolescent stage manager in a theater 
company described it: 


I'm the person that people are relying on to keep the show 
moving, like, I have to monitor the stage while the music is 
happening and if something goes wrong, it's my job to like, 
whatever it takes, ... like problem solving, but quickly to keep 
the show going. (Salusky et al., 2014, p. 422) 


Second, adolescents must stick with their job, even in 
the face of challenges. Many volunteers experience frus- 
tration during the initial phases of their participation; 
sometimes the work is too hard, sometimes it was too 
boring; sometimes it is just overwhelming. It is important 
to hang in through difficult periods. One program leader 
explained how best to support program participants: 


We hold a review session at the end so they can say, “Oh, that 
didnt really work." And we can go back to, "What was the 
decision to get to that and why didn't that work and how can 
we make it better the next time?" (Larson et al., 2016, p. 857) 


A sense of sympathy and empathy for others. 


Third, youth benefit most 
when they persevere and derive 
a sense of accomplishment and 
personal agency from their 
success (Hansen, Moore, & 
Jessop, 2018). Many attribute 
this to the expectations and 
support of the program leaders: 


new media 
Digital media typically 
accessed via computers, 


based devices. 


You feel that you owe it to them to do things right and to do 
them the way they are expected to be done ... not because 
necessarily they are always hounding you about it, but just 
because you want to do it. (Salusky et al., 2014, p. 423) 


Ultimately, this leads to changes in adolescents 
self-conceptions: They come to see themselves as more 
dependable and mature, which affects how they behave 
outside the program as well. 

In other words, expecting adolescents to behave 
responsibly helps them develop a sense of responsibility 
(Coatsworth & Conroy, 2009; Hansen, Moore, & Jessop, 
2018; Larson & Angus, 2011). This, in turn, often leads 
parents to see their teens as more self-reliant, which may 
increase parental autonomy-granting, further contribut- 
ing to the development of independence (Larson et al., 
2007). Parents frequently report that their teenagers had 
become more attentive and considerate after having been 
in a well-run program (Salusky et al., 2014). 


Adolescents and Screen Time 


Until the last 20 years or so, most research on the impact 
of the media on adolescent development focused on tele- 
vision, movies, and recorded music. During the past two 
decades, though, there has been an explosion in adoles- 
cents' use of new media, in part because access to elec- 
tronic media has expanded so rapidly. Adolescents not 
only access music and video content through conven- 
tional sources, such as televisions, but on computers and, 
increasingly, on smartphones. The sheer amount of 
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smartphones, or other Internet- 
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media content that is created and distributed today is 
incredibly vast. 

Many of the questions adults have asked about new 
media focus on their assumed negative effects, just as 
with prior research on older media, when adults asked 
whether rock music promotes drug use, whether televi- 
sion viewing “rots your brain,” whether video games 
encourage violence, and so on. It’s an age-old inquiry: 
Consider the following passage, taken from a report of a 
U.S. Senate committee hearing on juvenile delinquency: 


The child today in the process of growing up is constantly 
exposed to sights and sounds of a kind and quality undreamed 
of in previous generations. As these sights and sounds can be a 
powerful force for good, so too can they be a powerful [force 
for] evil. Their very quantity makes them a factor to be 
reckoned with in determining the total climate encountered by 
today s children during their formative years. 


What media exposure do you think the committee was 
concerned about? 

The Senate hearing, held in 1955, was about the con- 
tribution of comic books to adolescent crime (U.S. Senate 
Committee on the Judiciary, 1955, p. 1). If you find this 
surprising, consider this: in the late 1800s, adults voiced 
similar concerns about the corrupting influence of the 
"questionable" content contained in mass-market novels 
by Jane Austen, one of the most popular authors in con- 
temporary society (Uhls, 2015)! 

Research on new media and adolescent development 
is similarly slanted (Adachi & Willoughby, 2013a). 
Among the questions asked in the next two sections of 
this chapter are whether exposure to online sexual con- 
tent encourages sexual activity, whether online gaming 
increases aggression, whether the growing use of elec- 
tronic forms of communication is hampering the 
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Adults have worried about teenagers’ exposure to mass media for 
centuries. Today it’s the Internet. In the 1950s, it was comic books. 
Ted Streshinsky Photographic Archive/Corbis Historical/Getty Images 


development of social skills, and whether some adoles- 
cents have actually become addicted to the Internet. We'll 
take a look at these and other questions about the media's 
impact on adolescent development, but before we do, let's 
look at how widespread media use is among today's 
adolescents. 


Media Saturation By any measure, the availability of 
media in young people's lives is remarkable; today's ado- 
lescents live in a world that is not simply *media-rich" but 
absolutely “media-saturated.” Virtually all American 
households have at least one television (and three-quarters 
subscribe to premium channels or streaming services, 
such as Amazon Prime, Hulu, or Netflix) (Leichtman 
Research Group, 2020). Computers and Internet access 
are present in virtually all homes, regardless of family 
income. More than 93% of American teens go online 
daily, and nearly three-quarters use one or more social 
media sites (Lenhart et al., 2020). Given that 90% of 13- 
to 17-year-olds use one or more social media sites, it’s not 
surprising that nearly half of people this age say they are 
on the Internet “constantly” (Jiang, 2018). The most 
popular social media sites among today’s adolescents are 
YouTube, Instagram, and Snapchat (Auxier, 2020). 

About three-fourths of all adolescents have their own 
smartphone or access to one (Lenhart et al., 2020), but 
they spend less time on their phones talking to other peo- 
ple than they do in other activities, such as texting or 
accessing social media. While it is certainly common 
throughout adolescence, texting increases between early 
and middle adolescence and then declines (Coyne, Padil- 
la-Walher, & Holmgren, 2018). According to some sur- 
veys, the average teenager sends about 50 text messages 
each day (Rideout & Robb, 2019). 

Although this seems like a lot of texting, an analysis of 
the content of teenagers’ texts shows that the vast major- 
ity of texts are neither positive or negative but pretty mun- 
dane, regardless of whether the communication is with 
parents, friends, or romantic partners (Ehrenreich et al., 
2020) (see Figure 7.5). (When parents ask me whether 
they should read their teenagers’ texts, I say, “Probably 
not, but if you do, prepared to be very bored.” ) One prob- 
lem that has received a great deal of attention is the high 
prevalence of texting while driving among teenagers—a 
dangerous practice that 40% of all American teenagers do 
monthly. Texting while driving now accounts for more 
auto fatalities than drunk driving (Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2019c). 

Adolescents’ total media exposure—the amount of 
time they spend each day using one of the mass media—is 
extremely high. There has been an enormous increase in 
the last decade in the amount of time adolescents spend 
on the Internet, in part because of easier access and in 
part because the Internet is now used to deliver content 
that had been delivered some other way in the past (e.g., 
watching television programs on Netflix rather than on a 
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Romantic partners 
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(5.4996) (1.6696) 


Antisocial, 10.63 
(2.9996) 


Positive, 
60.69 
(15.896) 


Neutral, 240.41 
(62.6196) 


Figure 75 Teenagers’ texts with parents, friends, and romantic partners are mainly about mundane topics. 


(Ehrenreich et al., 2020) 


conventional television network, playing video games 
online rather than with an Xbox or PlayStation). 

The average adolescent spends nearly 9 hours each day 
using one or more media, and this includes time spent 
using different media simultaneously (that is, 1 hour watch- 
ing TV while on the Internet and talking on a cell phone 
would be recorded as only 1 hour of media use, even 
though it technically is 3 hours of exposure). Although 
adolescents' time spent viewing television programs at 
their regularly scheduled times has declined, the availabil- 
ity of recorded programs and television content on other 
devices (such as smartphones or tablets) has led to an over- 
all increase in time spent viewing video content. The only 
type of media use that has not increased in the past decade 
is reading. In 2019, adolescents spent only an average of 
30 minutes a day reading (and more than half of that was 
on electronic devices) (Rideout & Robb, 2019). 


It's Complicated Has adolescents’ extensive use of the 
Internet affected their development and mental health? As 
the title of one book on the subject aptly conveys, It’s 
Complicated (Boyd, 2014). Many unanswered questions 
remain, but it looks as if the effects of Internet use—whether 
positive or negative—are much smaller than its proponents 
or detractors have claimed (Jackson, 2008). In fact, a 
recent and very thorough analysis of data from more than 
17,000 adolescents from Ireland, the United States, and the 
United Kingdom found little evidence that adolescent 
well-being is related to their screen time—either positively 
or negatively (Orben & Przybylski, 2019). Another paper 
by these authors compared the link between screen time 
and adolescent wellbeing with the association between 
well-being and other activities. It is clear from these analy- 
ses that parents should worry far more about their teenager 
being bullied, binge drinking, or using marijuana, all of 
which affect adolescent mental health much more than 
screen time (Orben & Przybylski, 2019). 


Moreover, the relationship between screen time and 
adolescents' mental health depends on how much time is 
occupied in digital activity (Coyne et al., 2020; Salmela- 
Aro et al., 2017). One study of more than 120,000 English 
adolescents found that a moderate amount of screen time 
(depending on the activity and day of the week, between 
] and 3 hours a day) doesn't appear to have negative 
effects on mental health and may even have some positive 
ones (weekend use is less problematic than weekday use), 
although the average participant in this study clocked 
more screen time than was healthy (Przybylski & 
Weinstein, 2017) (see Figure 7.6). Similarly, whereas elec- 
tronic gaming in excess of 3 hours a day is associated with 
more hyperactivity and conduct problems in school, gam- 
ing for less than 1 hour a day is associated with better 
functioning than no gaming at all, especially among 
adolescents who played single-player games (Przybylski & 
Mishkin, 2016). 

Very few studies have looked at the impact of Internet 
use on cognitive development, despite hopes that adoles- 
cents will benefit from having increased access to a world of 
information and fears that the Internet will distract teenag- 
ers from more stimulating pursuits, such as reading (an odd 
fear, given the fact that even before computers were so wide- 
spread, reading outside of school had been pretty much 
been displaced by television). To date, though, research 
suggests that both the hopes and the fears about the impact 
of the Internet on teenagers' intellectual development are 
probably exaggerated (Hofferth & Moon, 2012). 

According to a study of more than 190,000 students 
from 22 countries, there is no evidence that adolescents’ 
school performance is either helped or harmed by playing 
video games (Drummond & Sauer, 2014). A few studies 
show that playing video games may enhance visual skills, 
reaction time, hand-eye coordination, information- 
processing skills, and problem-solving abilities (Adachi & 
Willoughby, 2013b; Buelow, Okdie, & Cooper, 2015). Not 
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Figure 7.6 Excessive screen time is associated with poorer mental health, but a moderate amount of screen time 
may be better for adolescents than none at all. (Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017) 


surprisingly, compulsive texting is associated with poorer 
school performance (Lister-Landman, Domoff, & 
Dubow, 2017), but this is the case with most nonaca- 
demic activities that are done to excess. And despite con- 
cerns about the impact of Internet use on brain 
development, credible scientific research on the topic is 
virtually nonexistent (Mills, 2014). 


Compared to What? One of my favorite jokes involves 
two old friends who run into each other one day on the 
street. The first one asks, "How's your wife?" To which his 
friend answers, “Compared to what?" 

Discussions of the impact of the Internet on adoles- 
cent development rarely ask, "Compared to what?" 
Indeed, one of the most important questions one might 
ask about adolescents Internet use concerns the 


activities that it is displacing. If using the Internet is 
taking time away from watching television, for example, it 
doesn't seem as worrisome as it would be if what was 
being displaced was studying, exercising, or spending 
time with friends. When parents ask me if they should 
worry about how much time their adolescent is spending 
online, the first question I ask is, "What is your teenager 
not doing because of it?" 

We can safely assume that, to the extent that time on 
the Internet is taking time away from sleep and physical 
activity, it is having a detrimental impact on adolescents' 
mental health and achievement (Evers et al., 2020; Fomby 
et al., 2019; Vernon, Modecki, & Barber, 2018). Many 
adolescents suffer from sleep difficulties as a result of 
their social media use (Mac Cárthaigh, Griffin, & Perry, 
2020), although there is some evidence that sleep 


difficulties may lead teenagers to use digital technology, 
rather than the reverse (Mazzer et al., 2018). And the 
amount of time adolescents spend in front of screens is 
inversely linked to the amount of time they spend in phys- 
ical activity (Motl et al., 2006). On average, the typical 
American 15-year-old spends at least 9 hours each day 
sitting in front of one sort of screen or another but less 
than an hour in moderate physical activity (Nader et al., 
2008; Rideout, Foeher, & Roberts, 2010). 

Health experts are especially concerned that the vast 
amounts of time teenagers spend on the Internet are sed- 
entary, because a chronic lack of sufficient activity is 
associated with obesity, high blood pressure, poor sleep, 
and other indicators of poor health (Mitchell et al., 2013; 
Rosen et al., 2014; Turel, Romashkin, & Morrison, 2016). 
Most experts believe that the high rate of obesity among 
American teenagers is due, in part, to the large amount of 
time—estimated to be more than 60 hours a week—young 
people spend in front of screens (Bai et al., 2016; Suchert, 
Hanewinkel, & Isensee, 2016). Keep in mind, though, 
that while some of the time adolescents spend on the 
Internet displaces physical activity, a fair amount simply 
replaces time that would have been spent in other seden- 
tary activities, which is also correlated with obesity 
(Braithwaite et al., 2013). 

Researchers have also asked whether adolescents use 
the Internet to acquire information that can improve their 
health or understanding of the world. To the extent that 
the Internet is used by adolescents to acquire accurate 
information, it can be a positive force. This may be espe- 
cially true with respect to educating adolescents about 
healthy behavior, such as safe sex (Borzekowski, Fobil, & 
Asante, 2006). There also is some evidence that the Inter- 
net can be used successfully to promote mental health and 
help individuals deal with depression and anxiety, although 
research on the use of online psychological interventions 
is sparse (Clarke, Kuosmanen, & Barry, 2015). 

Naturally, the ultimate value of the Internet as an edu- 
cational tool depends on the quality and content of the 
information conveyed, as two studies of eating disorders 
illustrate. Whereas one study found that an Internet-based 
intervention was effective in reducing binge eating (M. 
Jones et al., 2008), another found that many adolescents 
with eating disorders visit websites that actually promote 
disordered eating (Wilson et al., 2006). Similarly, whereas 
some Internet sites devoted to self-injurious behavior, 
such as cutting, can provide valuable social support to 
adolescents who compulsively injure themselves, others 
encourage the behavior and actually provide instructions 
on various cutting techniques (Mitchell et al., 2014). 
Obviously, it is hard to generalize about the effects of 
spending time online without examining the content of 
the information that is exchanged. One study of race- 
related exchanges among adolescents on the Internet 
found plenty of examples of both hostile, racist comments 
and civil discussions of racial tolerance (Tynes, 2007). 
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Theories of Media Influence and Use 


The impact of the media on teenagers' behavior and 
development has been the subject of much debate and 
disagreement (Brown & Bobkowski, 2011b; Strasburger 
et al., 2010). It is extremely difficult to disentangle cause 
and effect because adolescents choose which mass media 
they are exposed to and how much exposure they have 
(Roberts, Henriksen, & Foehr, 2009). 

Although it has been speculated that TV violence 
images provoke aggression, for example, aggressive 
adolescents are more prone to choose to watch violent 
programs, whereas those who are more empathic are 
more likely to choose shows high in prosocial content 
(Padilla-Walker et al., 2016). Similarly, sexual behavior 
may be correlated with listening to “sexy” music or watch- 
ing television programs with a lot of sexual content, but it 
is impossible to say which causes which (Steinberg & 
Monahan, 2011). And although several major studies of 
media use (Roberts, Foehr, & Rideout, 2005; Rideout, 
Foeher, & Roberts, 2010) have found that adolescents 
who report a lot of media use are significantly more trou- 
bled (bored, depressed, in trouble at home or school) 
than adolescents who use these media less often, it is not 
known whether large doses of mass media cause prob- 
lems, whether adolescents with more problems spend 
more time online as a way of distracting themselves from 
their troubles or alleviating boredom, or both (Houghton 
et al., 2018) (see Figure 7.7). Little research has examined 
the impact of parents' media use on their adolescent chil- 
dren, but one recent study found that frequent parental 
“phubbing” (snubbing their teenager by looking at their 
cell phone while in the midst of a conversation with their 
child) can make some adolescents depressed (Wang 
et al., 2020). 

It is important to keep in mind, too, that not all media 
exposure is the same and that not all exposure is bad. 
Some adolescents use the Internet to watch pornography; 
others use it to stay up on the news (Lin et al., 2010). 
Mass media have been used successfully to communicate 
accurate information about maintaining a healthy life- 
style, dissuade teenagers from using tobacco and illicit 
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Figure 77 The connection between screen time and 
adolescent depression is reciprocal. Too much screen 
time can lead to depression, but depression can lead to 
spending a lot of time using digital media. (Based on 
Houghton et al., 2018) 
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cultivation theory 

A perspective on media use 
that emphasizes the impact 
media exposure has on 
individuals. 


uses and gratification 
approach 

A perspective on media use 
that emphasizes the active role 
users play in selecting the 
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drugs, and help chronically ill 
adolescents comply with their 
medication regimens (Brown & 
Bobkowski, 2011b; Strasburger, 
Jordan, & Donnerstein, 2010). 

There are three basic schools 
of thought concerning the 
media’s impact (or lack thereof) 
on adolescent development. 


media to which they are 
exposed. 


media practice model 

A perspective on media use 
that emphasizes the fact that 
adolescents not only choose 
what media they are exposed 
to but also interpret the media 
in ways that shape their impact. 


correlation 
The extent to which two things 
vary systematically with each 
other. 


causation 

The correlation between two 
things attributable to the effect 
one thing has on the other. 


reverse causation 
Relationship in which the 
correlation between two things 
is due not to the first thing 
causing the second but to the 
second causing the first. 


spurious causation 
Relationship in which the 
correlation between two things 
is due to the fact that each of 
them is correlated with some 
third factor. 


One argues that adolescents’ 
knowledge about the world, 
attitudes and values, and behav- 
ior are influenced by the con- 
tent to which they are exposed. 
You've no doubt heard conten- 
tions like these hundreds of 
times: Playing violent video 
games makes adolescents 
aggressive, watching sexy mov- 
ies makes adolescents horny, 
being exposed to Internet por- 
nography affects the ways that 
adolescents think about gender 
roles, listening to rap lyrics 
encourages adolescents to 
engage in violence and crime, 
viewing beer commercials 
during the Super Bowl makes 
adolescents drink beer, and so 
on. According to this view, the 
media shape adolescents’ inter- 
ests, motives, and beliefs about 
the world—a view known as 
cultivation theory (Gerbner 
et al., 1994). 

A second school of thought, 
called the uses and gratifica- 
tions approach (Katz, Blumler, 
& Gurevitch, 1974), stresses that adolescents choose the 
media to which they are exposed. According to this view, 
any correlation between what adolescents are exposed to 
and what they do or think is due not to the influence of 
the media but to the fact that individuals with particular 
inclinations choose media that are consistent with their 
interests. Adolescents aren’t randomly assigned to be 
exposed to various media, after all. They deliberately 
choose the media they use, either for entertainment, 
information, bonding with others, or developing a sense 
of identity. Aggressive adolescents are more likely to pur- 
chase violent video games because they enjoy being 
aggressive; teenagers who are interested in sex are more 
likely to look for pornography on the Internet because 
they want to masturbate or feel sexually aroused; and 
beer-drinking adolescents are more likely to watch foot- 
ball and to be exposed to beer commercials (which, after 
all, is why beer companies advertise during football games 


and not on the Animal Planet network). According to this 
view, adolescents’ preexisting interests and motives shape 
their media choices, rather than the other way around. 

According to the third school of thought, adolescents’ 
preferences and their media exposure affect each other. 
Moreover, adolescents not only choose what they are 
exposed to but also interpret the media in ways that shape 
their impact. This view is referred to as the media practice 
model (Steele & Brown, 1995). Imagine two adolescents 
who accidentally stumble onto a sexually explicit website 
on the Internet. One, a sexually experienced teenager who 
is curious about pornography, views the website with inter- 
est—perhaps it even makes him feel aroused. The other, 
who isn’t interested in sex, sees the very same content and 
feels repulsed. Not only is the experience not arousing, but 
it also makes him even less interested in having sex than 
he was before landing on the site. One 13-year-old sees a 
beer commercial and thinks, “That’s how I’m going to 
party when I’m old enough to drink.” Another sees the 
exact same images and thinks, “What idiots those people 
are. Look how stupid beer makes you act.” According to 
the media practice model, the ways in which media do (or 
do not) affect adolescents depend on the ways in which 
the media are experienced and interpreted. 

These problems in distinguishing among correlation 
(when two things go hand in hand), causation (when one 
thing actually causes another), reverse causation (when 
the correlation between two things is due not to the first 
thing causing the second but to the reverse), and spurious 
causation (when the correlation between two things is 
due to the fact that each of them is correlated with some 
third factor) make it almost impossible to say for sure 
whether media exposure genuinely affects adolescent 
development (see Figure 7.8). 

The only sure way to demonstrate cause and effect 
where media influence is concerned is to conduct an 
experiment in which people are randomly assigned to be 
(or not be) exposed to the medium to see how it affects 
them. But experiments of this kind are difficult to do well. 
Even the most ardent believers in the power of media 
influence acknowledge that a single exposure to a com- 
mercial, movie, song, or Internet site is unlikely to change 
someone’s behavior. If the impact of media exposure is 
incremental and cumulative—perhaps taking years of 
exposure to have an effect—it may be quite powerful but 
impossible to demonstrate in a brief experiment. All of 
this is to say that you should view any claims about the 
presence—or absence—of media influence on adolescent 
development with caution. 


Exposure to Controversial 
Media Content 


These chicken-and-egg problems notwithstanding, a few 
generalizations about media usage and adolescent devel- 
opment have enough supporting evidence to generate 


Hypothesized Causation 


Reverse Causation 


Spurious Causation 


Figure 78 Two things can be correlated because the 
first causes the second (the hypothesized correlation), 
the second causes the first (reverse causation), or some 
third factor causes both of them (spurious causation). 
Research on media "effects" on adolescent 
development has a hard time separating the three. 


some consensus among experts. The bulk of the research 
has focused on the three topics about which adults are 
most concerned (some might say obsessed): sex, vio- 
lence, and drugs. 


Sex Sex is ubiquitous on television, with more than 
70% of all shows containing explicit sexual content and 
with even more containing sexual content that is implied. 
Sexual content is found across virtually all television 
genres, so teenagers are exposed to sex on television 
whether their tastes run toward comedies, action shows, 
or dramas, although the context in which sex is depicted 
varies across different categories (Schooler et al., 2009). 
Most sexual content on prime-time TV does not contain 
graphic images of individuals having sex but instead is 
made up of humorous and suggestive comments. But as 
more and more television is viewed on cable and stream- 
ing channels, which are not as closely regulated as broad- 
cast television networks, there has been a substantial 
increase in teenagers' exposure to sex on TV. 

The most common sexual messages on television and in 
film involve men seeing women as sex objects, sex as a 
defining aspect of masculinity, sex as a competition, and sex 
as fun and exciting. The message that women are sex objects 
is one that teenagers seem especially susceptible to (Ward, 
Vandenbosch, & Eggermont, 2015). Similar messages are 
carried in many music videos, in which men are shown as 
aggressive and dominant, and women are seen as the sub- 
servient objects of men's sexual advances (Ward, 2016). 
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One issue that has concerned many sex educators is 
the relative absence of messages concerning the possible 
physical consequences of sex (e.g, pregnancy and 
STDs), although these messages have become more 
common now than in the past, in part because the enter- 
tainment industry has tried to respond more responsibly 
to concerns about the way sex has been portrayed 
(Kunkel et al., 2005). There are cross-cultural differences 
in the ways in which these messages are expressed, 
though: One study found that both losing one's virginity 
and becoming pregnant were depicted more positively in 
the Netherlands (where attitudes toward teen sex are 
more liberal) than in the United States (Joshi, Peter, & 
Valkenburg, 2014). 

There is plenty of sexual content in new media as well, 
and the content is typically more explicit than that in 
older media. According to one survey of university stu- 
dents, virtually all young men had seen online pornogra- 
phy before they were 18, as had nearly two-thirds of all 
young women (Jones, 2018). A high proportion of teenag- 
ers believe that what pornography portrays is “realistic,” 
and in one study of high school students, nearly three- 
fourths reported that it is their main source of informa- 
tion about sex. According to one sex educator, the 
problem with porn *is not just that it often shows misog- 
ynistic, unhealthy representations of relationships.... 
You can't learn relationship skills from porn, and if you 
are looking for pleasure and connection, porn can't teach 
you how to have those" (quoted in Jones, 2018, p. 49). 

Whether and in what ways exposure to sexual media 
content affects adolescents' sexual development is con- 
troversial. Some studies have concluded that exposure to 
sex on television or online accelerates adolescents' sexual 
behavior, leading them to start having sex at an earlier age 
(O'Hara et al., 2012; Collins et al., 2011). Others have 


Research on the impact of adolescents' exposure to sex on TV 
or in movies is controversial. Mondadori Portfolio/Getty Images 
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found that adolescents who are interested in sex choose 
to expose themselves to more sexual content but are not 
affected by it (Martyniuk & Stulhofer, 2018; Steinberg & 
Monahan, 2011). Still others find evidence for both 
(Bleakley et al., 2008) or different effects on different 
adolescents. For example, one study found that exposure 
to sexually explicit websites increased the likelihood of 
sexual activity among adolescents who had just entered 
puberty but decreased it among those who were sexually 
mature (Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2013). Adults often 
express concerns about adolescents using the Internet to 
view pornography, but much of the pornographic mate- 
rial on the Internet to which adolescents are exposed is 
unwanted rather than actively sought. About 20% of all 
adolescents report receiving unwanted sexual material 
online, and 10% received online sexual solicitation; 
around one-fourth said that this distressed or frightened 
them (Madigan et al., 2018). 

Although questions remain about whether exposure to 
sexual media content alters adolescents’ sexual behavior, 
there is evidence that repeated exposure affects adoles- 
cents’ attitudes, beliefs, and intentions, albeit modestly 
(Coyne et al., 2019; LEngle, Brown, & Kenneavy, 2006; 
Roberts, Henriksen, & Foehr, 2009). For example, adoles- 
cents who are exposed to a lot of media in which women 
are objectified—presented as if their value is determined 
mainly by their sexual attractiveness—have more tolerant 
attitudes toward sexual harassment, more sex-stereotyped 
beliefs, and more sexist attitudes, although the impact of 
exposure appears to depend on how realistic the adoles- 
cent perceives the imagery to be (Baams et al., 2015). 

Researchers have also asked whether exposure to cer- 
tain media imagery affects adolescents’ feelings about 
their bodies. Several commentators have raised concerns 
about the messages to which young women are exposed in 
magazines aimed at them, especially in light of widespread 
body dissatisfaction among adolescent girls (Ward, 2016). 
According to researchers, articles and advertisements in 
these magazines convey a clear message that attracting 
males by being physically beautiful is the road to true hap- 
piness for women (Trekels & Eggermont, 2017). Adoles- 
cent girls who frequently read fashion magazines are more 
dissatisfied with their bodies than are girls who do not, 
and controlled experiments have indicated that showing 
girls images of thin models increases their body dissatis- 
faction (Roberts, Henriksen, & Foehr, 2009). Adolescents 
who read these magazines also are more likely to try to 
appear sexy in the way they dress and style themselves 
(Trekels et al., 2018; Ward, 2016). 

Moreover, frequently reading magazine articles about 
dieting or weight loss leads to increases in unhealthy 
weight control behaviors, such as intentional vomiting and 
inappropriate use of laxatives (van den Berg et al., 2007). 
There is also evidence that spending a lot of time on social 
media sites can increase girls’ body image concerns (Tig- 
gemann & Slater, 2014). This is consistent with other 


research suggesting that adolescents’ body image con- 
cerns are more strongly influenced by comparing them- 
selves with people they know than with celebrities (Chua 
& Chang, 2016; Ferguson et al., 2014). This is potentially 
problematic because body dissatisfaction may lead some 
girls to develop disordered eating (Espinoza et al., 2018). 

Similar results are reported in studies of girls’ 
responses to appearance-related commercials on televi- 
sion and websites, which, like ads in fashion magazines, 
typically feature attractive, thin models (Harrison & 
Hefner, 2008; Slater et al., 2012). Exposure to such imag- 
ery often prompts adolescent girls to discuss what they’ve 
seen with their friends, which, in turn, may make them 
even more concerned about their physical appearance 
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Many magazines marketed to teenage girls convey the 
message that, for women, being beautiful is the road to true 
happiness. John M. Heller/Getty Images 
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(Rousseau & Eggermont, 2017). Helping adolescents 
develop better media literacy skills may help counter this 
process (Ferguson et al., 2020; McClean, Paxton, & 
Wertheim, 2016). 

Although very few studies have examined the media’s 
impact on males’ body image, boys also are more dissatis- 
fied with their body after seeing music videos featuring 
exceptionally buff models or comparing themselves to 
others on social media (De vries et al., 2016; Mulgrew, 
Volcevski-Kostas, & Rendell, 2014; Rousseau, Egger- 
mont, & Frison, 2017). Ironically, the same media that 
implicitly encourage adolescent girls to be thin and ado- 
lescent boys to be muscular devote considerable time and 
resources to encouraging adolescents to eat, and to eat 
unhealthy food at that! More than one-quarter of the tele- 
vision advertisements seen by American adolescents are 
for food, beverages, or restaurants, with ads for candy, 
snacks, cereals, and fast food among the most frequent 
(Brown & Bobkowski, 2011b). 


making the practical : 
connection 
Politicians often argue that the mass media adversely 
affects adolescents' development and regularly propose 
legislation that would restrict adolescents' access to 
media content they believe is dangerous. What do you 
think about this? What policies, if any, do you support that 
would affect adolescents' access to mass media? 


Violence Adolescents are also exposed to a great 
deal of violent imagery on television, in movies, in cer- 
tain music genres, and in video games (Brown & Bob- 
kowski, 2011a; D. Roberts, Henriksen, & Foehr, 2009). 
More than 60% of TV programming contains violence. 
Young people see about 10,000 acts of media violence 
each year, and more than one-fourth of all violent inci- 
dents on TV involve guns. By the age of 18, the typical 
adolescent will have seen about 200,000 violent acts just 
on television alone (Strasburger, Jordan, & Donner- 
stein, 2010). And the amount of violence in popular 
films has been on the rise (Bleakley, Jamieson, & 
Romer, 2012). 

Precise estimates of the amount of violent imagery in 
the most popular video games or other visual media are 
not available, but frequent concerns have been raised over 
the impact of violent video games on young people 
(Strasburger, Jordan, & Donnerstein, 2010). Adolescents 
who spend a lot of time playing violent video games get 
into more fights and arguments than their peers (Krahé, 
Busching, & Möller, 2012), but it is difficult to know 
whether playing such games makes adolescents more hos- 
tile or impulsive, whether adolescents who are more 
aggressive and impulsive to begin with are simply more 
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likely to want to play violent games, or both (Adachi & 
Willoughby, 2013a; Gentile et al., 2012). 

Some studies indicate that playing violent video 
games may not increase adolescents’ violent behavior 
but may change their attitudes about the acceptability of 
aggression toward others (Coyne et al., 2018; Teng et al., 
2019). Once researchers take into account factors that 
lead some adolescents to want to play violent video 
games (e.g., how aggressive they are), the actual effects 
of playing are small and often nonsignificant (Breuer 
et al., 2015; DeCamp & Ferguson, 2017; Ferguson & 
Colwell, 2018). And it may not be violent games but 
highly competitive ones that are problematic (Verheijen 
et al., 2019). Recent studies have found that playing com- 
petitive video games (although not violent ones) may 
make adolescents more aggressive and less prosocial 
(Adachi & Willoughby, 2016; Lobel et al., 2017). 

The issue is further complicated by the fact that the 
impact of gaming on psychological development depends 
on the adolescent's motives for playing (playing for fun 
decreases negative consequences, whereas playing to 
escape increases them; Hellstróm et al., 2012) and per- 
sonality (adolescents who are high in impulsivity and sen- 
sation seeking are more likely to develop problematic 
patterns of use; Li et al., 2016). The game's content mat- 
ters, too: Playing prosocial games can lead to increases in 
empathy, which may increase adolescents' inclinations to 
help others (Prot et al., 2013), playing sports video games 
is associated with increased participation in sports 
(Adachi & Willoughby, 2015), and playing certain games 
can facilitate the development of problem-solving skills 
(Adachi & Willoughby, 2017). 

Although most of the research on the impact of media 
violence is correlational, experimental research on the 


Research has questioned the widespread belief that playing 
violent video games makes teenagers more aggressive. James 
Woodson/Digital Vision/Getty Images 
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effects of video games on adolescent behavior are incon- 
clusive, with some studies finding small effects and others 
none at all (Ferguson et al., 2015), even among adoles- 
cents with mental health problems (Ferguson & Olson, 
2014). Although controlled experiments have shown that 
exposure to the lyrics of violent songs increases individu- 
als’ aggressive thoughts (Anderson, Carnagey, & Eubanks, 
2003; Coyne & Padilla-Walker, 2015), many experts 
doubt that playing violent video games or listening to 
music with violent lyrics causes adolescents to engage in 
the sorts of serious violent acts that alarmists have raised 
concerns about, such as lethal school shootings. 

Actually, careful studies of the impact of playing vio- 
lent video games find that they do not make adolescents 
more aggressive (Ferguson & Beresin, 2017). One expert 
estimates that it would take 27 hours of exposure a day of 
exposure to violent video games to cause a Clinically 
noticeable change in adolescent aggression (Ferguson & 
Wang, 2019). And, as some have noted, given the millions 
of copies of violent games that have been sold, if playing 
video games had a significant impact on real-world vio- 
lence, we'd likely be in the midst of a violence epidemic— 
yet juvenile violence has declined substantially since 
peaking in the early 1990s, despite the proliferation of 
violent video games (see Figure 7.9). In fact, one analysis 
indicated that the proliferation of violent video games has 
led to a drop in violent crime (Markey, Markey, & French, 
2015). Actually, there even is evidence that excessive gam- 
ing may make adolescents depressed, not aggressive, and 
that depression may lead adolescents to lose interest in 
gaming (Mikuska & Vazsonyi, 2017). 

In contrast to studies of violent video games and 
music, numerous studies have shown that repeated expo- 
sure to violent imagery on television leads to aggressive 
behavior in children and youth, especially among those 


Sales of Violent Video Games (units 


== Youth Violence 
= Video Game Sales 


who have prior histories of aggression (Robertson, 
McAnally, & Hancox, 2013). It is now well established 
that exposure to TV violence in childhood is linked to 
aggressive behavior toward others in adolescence and 
adulthood, a heightened tolerance of violence, and 
greater desensitization to the effects of violence on 
others, although some of this effect is likely due to the 
tendency for people with aggressive tendencies to choose 
to watch violent programming (Roberts, Henriksen, & 
Foehr, 2009). Although studies have found differences in 
brain anatomy between adolescents who report frequent 
exposure to television or movie violence and those who 
do not, it is not clear whether exposure to media violence 
causes brain changes or whether individuals with certain 
patterns of brain structure or function are simply more 
drawn to certain types of stimulation (Strenziok et al., 
2010). Although it has not been studied as extensively as 
physical violence, adolescents’ exposure to relational 
aggression on television (for example, watching Pretty 
Little Liars or Gossip Girl) predicted their subsequent use 
of relational aggression (Coyne, 2016). 


Drugs Alcohol, tobacco, or illicit drugs are present in 
nearly three-quarters of prime-time network dramatic 
programs, virtually all top-grossing movies, and half of 
all music videos. Nearly 10% of the commercials that 
young people see on TV are for beer or wine. For every 
public service announcement discouraging alcohol use, 
teenagers see 25 to 50 ads for alcoholic beverages. Plus, 
alcohol and tobacco companies have an increasing pres- 
ence on the Internet (Strasburger, Jordan, & Donnerstein, 
2010). Films popular among teenagers often depict 
actors smoking, a concern because teenagers are more 
likely to smoke if their favorite film star is a smoker 
(Roberts, Henriksen, & Foehr, 2009). Importantly, the 
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Beresin, 2017) 


N 
o 
9188 UONEZIWNMIIA 1U9|OIA YINOA 


effects of seeing smoking in movies are strongest among 
adolescents who are initially less inclined to take up 
smoking, which argues against the notion that adoles- 
cents’ desire to smoke leads to their exposure to smoking 
in movies and suggests instead that exposure to smoking 
in movies may actually influence adolescents to start 
smoking (Janssen et al., 2018). 

Studies of exposure to ads for alcohol and tobacco, as 
well as antismoking commercial messages, have shown 
that they are effective in changing teenagers’ attitudes 
about drinking and smoking, both positively and nega- 
tively (Roberts, Henriksen, & Foehr, 2009; Scull, Kuper- 
smidt, & Erausquin, 2014). Exposure to ads for alcohol 
and tobacco can affect adolescents’ beliefs about the 
degree to which using these substances is socially 
approved (Davis et al., 2019). Evaluations of media cam- 
paigns designed to reduce adolescent smoking, drinking, 
and drug use show that certain types of messaging may be 
more effective than others. Whereas emphasizing the 
questionable motives of the tobacco industry has proven 
to be effective, repeated exposure to other kinds of anti- 
drug messaging can lead adolescents to believe that drug 
use is more common than it actually is, inadvertently 
stimulating adolescents’ interest in using drugs. 

It is hard to know whether changing adolescents’ expo- 
sure to messages about drinking and smoking actually 
changes their behavior. One problem in linking exposure 
to advertising and the use of alcohol or tobacco is that it 
is unethical to experimentally manipulate exposure in 
order to see whether increasing the number of ads adoles- 
cents see leads to an increase in their use of harmful sub- 
stances. Although adolescents who report having seen 
ads for alcohol or tobacco are more likely to drink and 
smoke, this correlation could be due to the fact that peo- 
ple who use and enjoy a product are simply more likely to 
attend to and remember depictions of that product being 
used and are therefore more likely to report having seen 
the ad or movie scene. (For instance, if you are shopping 
for a car, vou re probably more likely to pay attention to 
car commercials.) A few studies have tried to overcome 
this problem by looking at whether adolescents who live 
in media markets in which alcohol and tobacco advertis- 
ing is more common drink and smoke more (they do), 
but it is hard to determine cause and effect, since it is 
likely that companies that sell these products spend more 
money advertising their brands in places where there are 
large numbers of people who buy their products. 


Adolescents and Social Media 


If I were to ask you what the impact of eating is on teen- 
agers, you'd probably think this was a pretty dumb ques- 
tion. Obviously, it depends on what you eat, how you eat, 
when you eat, and so on. Eating is too nebulous a term to 
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draw any generalizations about its impact on our health 
and well-being. Binging on junk food in the middle of the 
night five times a week is very different than eating 
healthy and balanced meals three times a day. 

Yet, many people ask the very same question about 
teens and social media. And, frankly, it's just as dumb a 
question. Like eating, the impact of social media on 
adolescents depends on the “what,” “how,” and “when” 
of it. Consider the following two examples of how a 
posting on Facebook might be used: 


... you can request to be in a relationship with someone so 
you can change your drop down box to "in a relationship" and 
you type in their name and that sends a relationship request . . 
. So it’s like that way youre telling the whole world, "Were 
connected, he's my boyfriend, she's my girlfriend" (Howard, 
Debnam, & Strausser, 2017, p. 781) 

One of my friends posted up a picture of our boy that 
had-rest in peace-that he died. And there was this one “Opp” 
that commented to disrespect. I know who he chilled with-just 
for him disrespecting my boy that he passed away-it was just 
me, my boys and two other guys-we knew where he was, and 
we knew what we could do. So we went afier him. We were 
looking for him. And what we did: we just beat his ass. 
(Patton et al., 2019, p. 763) 


This is why it is hard to make sweeping generalizations 
about the impact of social media: Many adolescents use 
social media to get to know people better, but others use 
it to threaten rival gang members. 

The next time you read or hear about a study conclud- 
ing that social media are destroying a generation (e.g., 
Twenge et al., 2017), you should be cautious, perhaps 
even skeptical, about it. Although rates of social media 
use and severe depression among adolescents have both 
increased over time, there is no evidence the that increase 
in screen time has caused the rise in depression or that 
people who use social media a lot become depressed as a 
result (S. Coyne, Rogers et al., 2020; Ferguson, 2020). 

If you wonder how this can be, consider the following: 
Both crime and ice cream sales follow similar patterns over 
the course of the year, increasing during the spring, peak- 
ing during the summer, and then declining over the fall. 
But this is not because eating ice cream causes people to 
commit crimes. It's because both increase when the 
weather gets warm and decline when it get chillier. You can 
eat as much ice cream as you like without worrying that 
doing so will turn you into a criminal! (Many similarly silly 
spurious correlations are complied in Vigen, 2015). 

Today's concern about the harmful consequences of 
smartphones and social media on adolescent development 
is all too familiar. Similar worries were voiced about radio, 
television, computers, and the Internet when these technol- 
ogies were introduced, and people who grew up under the 
influence of these “demons” all managed to grow into 
adulthood without brain damage or psychological malad- 
justment despite their putative dangers (Flora, 2018). 
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Social Media and Socializing 


The increased availability of electronic communication 
undoubtedly has affected the way that adolescents social- 
ize. According to recent estimates, close to 95% of teens 
who are online (and virtually all adolescents are online) 
use social media such as Instagram and Snapchat daily, 
often several times each day (Lenhart, 2015; Vannucci & 
Ohannessian, 2019). Close to 90% of teenagers with 
smartphones stay in touch with others through text mes- 
saging. Nearly one-fourth of teenagers say they are online 
constantly. 

The impact of social media on adolescents’ behavior 
and development is interesting, poorly understood, and 
controversial. Among the main concerns that have been 
raised are whether teenagers’ extensive use of mobile 
technology is adversely affecting their physical and psy- 
chological health, social development, cognitive perfor- 
mance, and safety (George & Odgers, 2015). Some worry 
that electronic interactions have replaced face-to-face 
ones, to the detriment of the development of social skills. 
Still others worry that adolescents are forming relation- 
ships with strangers and that these may take time away 
from intimacy with “real” friends. And, of course, many 
simply worry that the sheer amount of time adolescents 
spend online is unhealthy because it has displaced other, 
more valuable activities. 

Social communication on the Internet, like social com- 
munication face-to-face or over the phone, creates both 
positive and negative experiences (Szwedo, Mikami, & 
Allen, 2012). We hear a lot about things such as cyberbul- 
lying, but two-thirds of adolescents report that things have 
happened through social media that have made them feel 
better about themselves, and nearly 60% say that social 
media have made them feel closer to someone. On the 
other hand, 25% of adolescents report that something that 
happened online led to a face-to-face argument with some- 
one, and nearly that percent reported that something 
online led to the end of a friendship. Almost all adoles- 
cents report having seen someone post something mean 
about someone, but 85% have said that they had told some- 
one posting mean things to stop (Lenhart et al., 2011). 

Many adults worry that adolescents’ online friends 
will displace the friendships they maintain in person, but 
this fear appears to be unfounded (Valkenburg & Peter, 
2011). Most adolescents use the Internet to communicate 
with people they also see in person (Underwood et al., 
2013), which, for many, is an efficient way to stay in touch 
with friends (Reich, 2010). Studies find that more 
frequent online communication brings friends closer, per- 
haps because online communication facilitates self- 
disclosure (Manago et al., 2020). Social media use leads 
to improvements in empathy (Lozada & Tynes, 2017; 
Vossen & Valkenburg, 2016) and can facilitate adoles- 
cents' civic engagement (Lenzi et al., 2012). Communi- 
cating over the Internet with friends may be especially 


important for socially anxious adolescents, who may find 
it easier to interact online than in person (Dolev-Cohen 
& Barak, 2013; Forest & Wood, 2012). 

Moreover, the impact of social media on adolescents’ 
relationships with others depends on how social media are 
used. Using social media mainly to stay in touch with 
friends—which, after all, is an important part of being an 
adolescent—is not a threat to teenagers’ mental health and 
may, in fact, improve adolescents' perspective-taking skills 
(Yau & Reich, 2019). This is not the case for all social 
media apps, though. Adolescents who spend a lot of time 
on Instagram or Snapchat, for example, report more sup- 
port from friends than those who use social media a lot 
but do not use these particular apps very often. Teenagers 
who are constantly on other social media, using apps such 
as Twitter, Facebook, and different discussion boards, 
report relatively higher rates of anxiety and depression 
(Vannucci & Ohannessian, 2019), and using social media 
to view friends' postings of their own risky behavior is 
associated with greater risk-taking (Vannucci et al., 2020). 

In other words, the Internet can help strengthen adoles- 
cents' close relationships and contribute to their well-being if 
it is used to communicate with one's existing friends (Rous- 
seau, Frison, & Eggermont, 2019), but it has the potential to 
weaken friendships if it occupies the adolescent in activities 
that aren't shared or to cause adolescents to stress out if it 
leads friends to ruminate about their problems with each 
other (Murdock, Gorman, & Robbins, 2015). Girls seem 
especially susceptible to the negative effects of social media 
(Kosir et al., 2016; Perrino et al., 2019), which is not surpris- 
ing, given that they are more sensitive than boys to social 
feedback in general (Flook, 2011). 

The use of social media has similarly mixed effects in 
the context of romantic relationships (Van Ouytsel et al., 
2016). On the plus side, adolescents find it easier to initi- 
ate conversations with crushes and potential romantic 
partners online than through face-to-face conversations, 
and they may find it easier to flirt on a social media site 
than in person. On the other hand, opportunities for mis- 
understanding the emotional context of a message are 
greater when people communicate online, which can 
create problems. And, of course, the public nature of 
many adolescents' postings can strengthen a relationship 
that is affirmed but can create jealousy and mistrust when 
unexpected images are encountered (such as seeing one's 
partner at a party with a romantic rival). 

Not surprisingly, the impact of social media on adoles- 
cents’ moods depends on what they learn when they 
check their accounts: When adolescents seek and find 
social support and positive feedback, they feel better; 
when they seek it but don't get it, they feel worse, espe- 
cially if they have been subject to prior face-to-face victim- 
ization by peers (Lee et al., 2020; Valkenburg, Koutamanis, 
& Vossen, 2017) (see Figure 7.10). 

Some teenagers become so addicted to maintaining 
their online relationships that they may develop what has 
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Insufficient positive feedback on social media adversely affects teenagers' mental health, especially 


among those who had experienced prior victimization by peers. (Lee et al., 2020) 


been nicknamed "Facebook depression," which is thought 
to be the result of spending too much time obsessing 
about one's online relationships (O'Keefe, Clarke- 
Pearson, & Council on Communications and Media, 
2011). Adolescents with high needs for popularity are 
more intensely concerned about what is posted online 
and report higher levels of fear of missing out (FOMO), 
which can be upsetting (Underwood & Ehrenreich, 
2017). Social media-induced FOMO can interfere with 
sleep, both by increasing late night social media use and 
by arousing emotions that interfere with falling asleep 
(Hamilton et al., 2020; Scott & Woods, 2018). One effec- 
tive strategy for coping with feelings of exclusion gener- 
ated by FOMO is to focus your thoughts on your positive 
offline relationships (Timeo, Riva, & Paladino, 2020). 
Frequent messaging, especially with acquaintances who 
are not close friends, can become compulsive and lead to 
feelings of anxiety or depression, especially among adoles- 
cent girls and among teenagers who turn to social media to 
alleviate boredom (Stockdale & Coyne, 2020; Twenge & 
Martin, 2020; van den Eijnden et al., 2008). Of course, it is 


Figure 7:11 Among adolescents with extensive peer 
support at school, social media use is associated 
with more positive self-conceptions, but among 
those without much peer support, social media 

use is associated with poorer self-conceptions. 

(Khan et al., 2016) 
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lescents were especially prone to 
mental health problems or 
would have developed these feel- 
ings as a result of ruminating 
about their offline friendships, and there is some evidence 
that compulsive Internet users are more introverted, less 
agreeable, and less emotionally stable to begin with (van 
der Aa et al., 2009). 

The most reasonable interpretation of the scientific lit- 
erature on social media and adolescent well-being is that 
social media sites are a context in which the socially rich 
get richer and the socially poor get poorer (Khan et al., 
2016; Mikami et al., 2019). That is, the impact of social 
media use on adolescents’ self-conceptions depends on the 
extent to which they have peer support at school; teenagers 
with a lot of friends benefit from frequent use of social 
media, whereas those with few friends suffer from it. 

Rather than compensate for an absence of face-to-face 
friendships, social media make lonely adolescents feel 
even worse (see Figure 7.11). Adolescents who report 


that don't include you. 
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symptoms of depression are more likely to use social 
media to engage in social comparison (e.g., Is she more 
popular than me?) and feedback seeking (e.g., Does this 
picture make me look good?), which may increase their 
anxieties and concerns, just as these behaviors do when 
they are done offline (Fardouly et al., 2018; Nesi, Miller, 
& Prinstein, 2017). Depressed adolescents, in turn, are 
more likely to be victimized on social media sites (Frison, 
Subrahmanyam, & Eggermont, 2016). 


Problematic Social Media Use 


Even among those adolescents with both online and face- 
to-face friends, most maintain a balance of contact with 
each, and moderate use of social media does not appear 
to cause psychological problems (Coyne et al., 2019; 
Twigg, Duncan, & Weich, 2020). But for a small propor- 
tion of teenagers, things get out of hand, and they develop 
social media use problems (Boer et al., 2020; Ciarrochi 
et al., 2016), sometimes referred to as Internet addiction 
or compulsive Internet use (CIU) (Adiele & Olatokun, 
2014; Smahel, Brown, & Blinka, 2012). 


Internet Addiction Internet addiction is defined by 
six symptoms: salience (being online is the most import- 
ant thing in life), mood change (one’s mood fluctuates as 
a function of Internet experiences), tolerance (needing 
more and more Internet time to feel satisfied), withdrawal 
(experiencing negative feelings when prevented from 
being online), conflict (the Internet has caused problems 
in one's relationships or some other aspect of life), and 
relapse and reinstatement (returning to addictive Internet 
behavior after getting it under control). 

Although moderate use of social media appears to be 
harmless, problematic or excessive social media use is 
associated with a wide range of mental health problems, 
including depression, sleep difficulties, loneliness, pro- 
crastination, social anxiety, and ADHD (attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder) (Boer et al., 2020; Brunborg & 
Burdzovic, 2019; Przepiorka & Blachnio, 2020; Wang 

et al., 2018). But the same lim- 
itations that plague studies of 


Internet addiction 


A disorder in which an 
individual's use of the Internet 
is pathological, defined by six 
symptoms: salience, mood 
change, tolerance, withdrawal, 
conflict, and relapse and 
reinstatement. 


compulsive Internet 
use (CIU) 


Internet addiction. 


sexting 

Sending sexually explicit 
content, usually pictures, over 
the Internet. 


other sorts of media "effects" 
apply here: It is almost impossi- 
ble to separate cause and effect. 

In other words, it is not clear 
whether teenagers who are 
depressed or withdrawn turn to 
the Internet in order to feel bet- 
ter, whether excessive use of the 
Internet actually causes mental 
health problems, whether some 
third variable (such as poor 
family or peer relationships) 
causes both mental health prob- 
lems and compulsive Internet 


use, or whether the cause is some combination of these 
(Lei et al., 2018; Sela et al., 2020). Some evidence sug- 
gests that adolescents with relatively more psychological 
problems and poorer family relationships are more likely 
than their peers to form close online relationships with 
strangers and post private information online, but we do 
not know whether having these sorts of online 
relationships leads to or follows from maladjustment 
(Blachnio et al., 2016; Szwedo, Mikami, & Allen, 2011). 

Some scientists have drawn parallels between Internet 
addiction and other addictive disorders, noting similari- 
ties in brain structure and activity among individuals who 
cannot control their addiction to the Internet and those 
who have other types of behavioral addiction, such as 
compulsive gambling (Cerniglia et al., 2017; Wartberg, 
Kriston, & Thomasius, 2020). Receiving multiple “likes” 
for one's Instagram photos activates the same brain 
regions as other social (e.g., praise) and nonsocial (e.g., 
drugs) rewards (Sherman et al., 2016). It is not known, 
however, whether these brain features lead to Internet 
addiction or are the result of it. Nonetheless, the height- 
ened plasticity of the adolescent brain has led many writ- 
ers to raise concerns about the particular vulnerability of 
teenagers to this problem. 


Sexting Unfortunately, the Internet also has provided 
new opportunities for adolescents to engage in potentially 
risky activity, and none has received as much attention as 
sexting. The incidence of sexting—sending sexually 
explicit pictures over the Internet, usually by smart- 
phone-is hard to estimate, in part because there is no 
single accepted definition of it. Researchers disagree as to 
whether a sext must include a picture or whether sexually 
suggestive language qualifies, and, if a picture, whether it 
must be completely nude or whether partial nudity 
counts. Estimates also vary greatly as a function of 
whether the data refer to senders or receivers of sexts 
(many more adolescents report sending than receiving 
them) and the age of the sample (young adults are more 
likely to sext than teenagers). 

If the definition of sexting is limited to sending naked 
pictures of breasts, genitals, or buttocks and the data are 
limited to teenagers, it looks like approximately 20% of 
U.S. adolescents have sexted (Patchin & Hinduja, 2019; 
Rice et al., 2018). Studies of whether sexting is more com- 
mon among males than females or in certain ethnic 
groups have not yielded consistent conclusions. As is the 
case with many behaviors whose prevalence is affected by 
perceptions of social norms, sexting is more common 
among teenagers whose peers also engage in sexting and 
who believe that this is what popular students do (Casas 
et al., 2019; Maheux et al., 2020; Rice et al., 2018). Fears 
that sexting will encourage sexual activity are unfounded 
(Doornwaard et al., 2015); if anything, it is sexual activity 
that leads to sexting, rather than the reverse (Van Oosten, 
Peter, & Boot, 2015). 


Continuous onset 
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Figure 712 Among contemporary 
teenagers, sexting is a common 
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Most sexting is flirtatious and consensual, and often 
done at the request of a romantic partner, although some 
adolescents report having been pressured by their partner 
to send nude pictures (Cooper et al., 2016). Sexting 
between romantic partners seems to be a harmless com- 
mon activity among contemporary adolescents when they 
are in a sexual relationship (Choi et al., 2019; Van Ouytsel 
et al., 2018). As Figure 7.12 indicates, sexting tends to go 
hand in hand with having sexual intercourse; adolescents 
who become sexually active at a young age start sexting at 
a young age, too, whereas those who delay sexual inter- 
course delay sexting as well (Steinberg et al., 2019). 

However, a small minority of adolescents have been 
the victims of nonconsensual sexting (where a picture 
they sent to a romantic partner is forwarded to others, 
usually to embarrass or humiliate someone, often as a way 
of retaliating after a breakup) or “sextortion” (where 
someone threatens to do something like this) (Wolak 
et al., 2018). As you might expect, victims of this form of 
cyberbullying have reported adverse consequences, such 
as depression and the receipt of online sexual solicitations 


(Gamez-Guadix & Mateos-Pérez, 2019). Many commen- 
tators view sexting as another type of sexual harassment in 
which males are the usual perpetrators and females are the 
usual victims. Engaging in sexual harassment via social 
media is correlated with bullying more generally, both 
online and in person (Ojeda, Del Rey, & Hunter, 2019). 

Rather than viewing sexting as having unique cor- 
relates, it makes more sense to view it as a specific 
instance of risk taking more generally. Consistent with 
this, teenagers who engage in unsolicited sexting are more 
prone to other sorts of risky activity, including risky sex 
(Delevi & Weisskirch, 2013; Górzig, 2016; Ybarra & 
Mitchell, 2014). The same personality traits—sensation 
seeking and impulsivity—that have been associated with a 
wide range of risky activities are correlated with sexting 
as well (Cooper et al., 2016). 

Although adults have expressed concerns about the 
legal consequences of sexting (it is against the law in 
many states when minors are involved because techni- 
cally it violates laws that prohibit the distribution of child 
pornography), law enforcement officials rarely arrest 
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Parents have become increasingly worried about the content of 
their teenagers’ texting. Eric Audras/Getty Images 


adolescents for sexting within consensual relationships. 
In most cases in which police take action, an adult has 
been involved (Wolak, Finkelhor, & Mitchell, 2012). 
Legal experts agree that consensual sexting between 
adolescents and their romantic partners should not be 
prosecuted (Holoyada et al., 2018). 


Free Time and Adolescent 
Development 


Adults have mixed feelings about adolescents’ leisure 
activities. On the positive side, adults take pride in watch- 
ing their children’s sports teams and creative activities, 
and they believe that these productive uses of leisure time 
help build character and teach important skills, such as 
teamwork and perseverance. (Think about all the movies 
you have seen about the character-building benefits of 
team sports.) Similarly, most adults view holding a part- 
time job as a worthwhile activity that provides opportuni- 
ties for learning and the development of responsibility. 

On the other hand, adults view many adolescent lei- 
sure activities as wasted time or, worse, as preludes to 
trouble. They worry about groups of teenagers cruising 
the mall; they cringe at images of adolescents riveted to 
their smartphones; they worry about adolescents’ expo- 
sure to sex and violence on television, in film, in music, 
and on the Internet. Although we might wish for the 
“good old days” before the advent of smartphones, Face- 
book, Instagram, and video streaming, those good old 
days are long gone. And keep in mind that even during 
those supposed good old days, adults worried about how 
adolescents spent their idle time and about the corrupt- 
ing influence of such evils as rock ‘n’ roll, dime-store 
novels, television, and comic books. 


This mixed view of adolescents’ free time reflects an 
interesting paradox about the nature of adolescence in 
modern society. Because industrialized society has 
“given” adolescents a good deal of free time, adults 
expect them to use it productively. But by definition, 
free time is supposed to be time that can be used for 
purposes other than being productive. Some theorists 
believe that the existence of large blocks of uncommit- 
ted time is one feature of adolescence in modern society 
that has the potential to contribute in positive ways to 
young people’s development. One potential benefit of 
participation in leisure activities is that it helps adoles- 
cents feel happier, more competent, and more con- 
nected to others (DesRoches & Willoughby, 2013; 
Leversen et al., 2012). 

By valuing adolescents’ free time only when it is 
used productively, adults may misunderstand the 
important functions that leisure time serves in the psy- 
chosocial development of young people. Free time 
plays an important role in helping young people develop 
a sense of themselves, explore their relationships with 
each other, and learn about the society around them. A 
moderate amount of solitude (during which daydream- 
ing is a central activity) is positively related to high 
school students’ psychological well-being, as long as 
spending time alone is the adolescent’s choice, rather 
than the result of social exclusion (Thomas & Azmitia, 
2019). And, for better or for worse, the mass media are 
globalizing adolescence, contributing to the develop- 
ment of a common culture that gives adolescents all 
over the world much to share. 

Many misconceptions about the pros and cons of var- 
ious uses of free time abound. Most adults view participa- 
tion in structured extracurricular activities as a good 
thing, and this seems to be the case. But most people are 
equally sure that working is good for teenagers, even 
though studies show that the costs of intensive involve- 
ment in part-time work during the school year outweigh 
the benefits. And although adults believe that the mass 
media have a uniformly negative effect on adolescents’ 
behavior, studies show that adolescents’ interests affect 
their media use more than vice versa. Monitoring and 
discussing, rather than restricting, adolescents’ media use 
appears to be the best strategy for parents to follow (Col- 
lier et al., 2016; Padilla-Walker, Coyne, & Collier, 2016; 
Shin & Kang, 2016). Unfortunately, research suggests 
that many parents are clueless about their teenagers’ 
online activity (Symons et al., 2017). 

The impact of the mass media on adolescent develop- 
ment has become especially controversial as the role of 
technology in adolescents’ lives has expanded. Most 
adults, especially parents, are absolutely certain that 
nothing good comes from adolescents’ exposure to video 
games, social media, and the Internet, and they often 
blame the mass media for a wide array of adolescents’ 
problems—despite the fact that parents themselves exert a 


far greater influence on adolescent development than do 
any of the media about which they are often so alarmed. 
Moreover, because adolescents choose the media to 
which they are exposed, it is very difficult to demonstrate 
that adolescents are actually affected by what they see 
and hear. 

This is not to say that the media have no impact on 
adolescents’ behavior and well-being. But we should be 
careful not to confuse cause and effect or overstate the 
strength of the media’s influence. It is also important to 
keep in mind that the mass media can be used to promote 
positive behavior and healthy development, to provide 
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information about a rapidly changing world, and to facil- 
itate communication with others. (Imagine how lonely 
and stressful adolescents' lives would have been like 
during the COVID-19 pandemic without social media.) 
Despite all of the hyperbolic claims that smartphones 
and social media are destroying the minds of a genera- 
tion of young people, the scientific evidence indicates 
that the vast majority of teenagers use the Internet in 
ways that are not only benign but similar to those of their 
parents: to stay in touch with friends, to download and 
enjoy popular entertainment, and to keep up with the 
world around them. 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 
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Because changes take place during adolescence 
in the ways people view and feel about themselves, the 
study of identity development has been a major focus of 
research and theory on adolescents (Harter, 2011). In this 
chapter, we examine why adolescence is a time of major 


CHAPTER 8 Identity 


changes in identity, why individuals differ in their patterns 
of identity development, and how the course of adolescent 
identity development is shaped by the nature of life in 
contemporary society. 


Identity as an Adolescent Issue 


Changes in the way we view and feel about ourselves 
occur throughout life. You’ve probably heard and read 
about the so-called midlife crisis, which is thought to 
occur during middle age. And certainly, important 
changes in our self-conceptions and in our self-image 
take place throughout childhood. When 4-year-olds and 
10-year-olds are asked to describe themselves, the older 
children provide a far more complex self-portrait. Young 
children restrict their descriptions to lists of what they 
own or like to do. Older children are more likely to tell 
you about their personality as well. 

Why have researchers who are interested in identity 
development paid so much more attention to adolescence 
than other stages? One reason is that the changes in iden- 
tity that take place during adolescence involve the first 
substantial reorganization of the individual’s sense of self 
at a time when people have the cognitive abilities to really 
appreciate just how significant the changes are. Com- 
pared to children, adolescents are far more self-conscious 
about these changes and feel them much more acutely. 


Puberty and Identity Development 


Another reason for the attention that researchers and the- 
orists have given the study of identity development during 
adolescence concerns the fundamental biological, cogni- 
tive, and social changes characteristic of the period. It 
is not hard to see why puberty plays an important role 
in provoking identity development during adolescence. 
When you change the way you look—for example, when 
you have your hair colored or cut in a different way, lose 
a great deal of weight, or dramatically change how you 
dress—you sometimes feel as though your personality has 
changed, too. During puberty, when adolescents are 
changing so dramatically on the outside, they understand- 
ably have questions about changes that are taking place 
on the inside. 


Cognitive Change and Identity 
Development 
Just as the growth of intellectual capabilities during 


early adolescence provides new ways of thinking about 
problems, values, and interpersonal relationships, it also 


permits adolescents to think 
about themselves in new ways. 
It is not until adolescence that 
people are able to think in sys- 
tematic ways about hypotheti- 
cal and future events. As a result, adolescents become 
much more able to imagine their possible selves—the 
various alternative identities that they may adopt (Markus 
& Nurius, 1986). This may stimulate heightened self- 
consciousness and experimentation with different identi- 
ties. Brain-imaging studies find that patterns of brain 
activity during tasks in which individuals are asked to 
think about themselves differ significantly between 
adolescents and adults (Burnett et al., 2011; Pfeifer & 
Blakemore, 2012; Sebastian, Burnett, & Blakemore, 2008). 
In particular, there is evidence that adolescents exert 
more conscious, deliberate effort when asked to think about 


possible selves 

The various identities an 
adolescent might imagine 
for him- or herself. 


Adolescence is often a time when individuals ask questions 
about who they are and where they are headed. Concerns with 
physical appearance often intensify. Image Source/Getty Images 
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themselves than adults do, who 


future orientation 


The extent to which an 
individual is able and inclined 
to think about the potential 
consequences of decisions and 
choices. 


self-conceptions 
The collection of traits and 
attributes that individuals use 


seem to do this more effort- 
lessly (Blakemore, 2018). This 
may reflect the fact that adults 
already have a sturdy sense of 
identity, whereas teenagers are 
just beginning to develop one. 
The development of a more 
advanced future orientation—the 


to describe or characterize 


themselves. 


self-esteem 

The degree to which 
individuals feel positively or 
negatively about themselves. 


sense of identity 


ability and tendency to consider 
the long-term consequences of 
one’s decisions and imagine 
what one’s life might be like 
in the years to come—is also 
important (Steinberg, Graham 
et al., 2009). It is not until ado- 


The extent to which individuals 


feel secure about who they are 
and who they are becoming. 


lescence that individuals typi- 
cally begin to wonder, “Who 
will I become?” or “What am I 
really like?” Because the pread- 
olescent child’s thinking is concrete, it is difficult to think 
seriously about being a different person. But the changes 
in thinking that take place during adolescence open up a 
whole new world of alternatives. Adolescents who have a 
stronger future orientation report better mental health 
and less risky, delinquent, or impulsive behavior than their 
more short-sighted peers (Bromberg, Wiehler, & Peters, 
2015; Chua, Milfont, & Jose, 2015; Lindstrom, Jones, & 
Cheng, 2015). In one experiment, high school students 
who were encouraged to think about their future self by 
receiving messages each day from an avatar whose face 
looked like an older version of their own reported less 
delinquency than a matched comparison group that 
received no such messages (Van Gelder et al., 2015). 


Social Roles and Identity Development 


Finally, changes in social roles at adolescence open up a 
new array of choices and decisions. In contemporary 
society, adolescence is a time of important decisions 
about school, work, relationships, and the future. Facing 
these decisions about their place in society does more 
than provoke adolescents to ask questions about who 
they are and where they are headed; it necessitates asking 
them. At this point in life, young people must make 
important choices about their education and their com- 
mitments to other people, and thinking about these 
questions prompts them to ask more questions about 
themselves: “What do I really want out of life?” “What 
things are important to me?” “What kind of person would 
I really like to be?” (Lawford & Ramey, 2015; Malin, 
Liauw, & Damon, 2017). Questions about the future, 
which inevitably arise as the adolescent prepares for 
adulthood, raise questions about identity (Cóté, 2009). 
Identity development is better understood as a series 
of interrelated developments—rather than one single 


development-that involve changes in the way we view our- 
selves in relation to others and in relation to the broader 
society in which we live. Researchers and theorists have 
taken three different approaches to studying how people's 
sense of identity changes during adolescence. 

The first approach emphasizes changes in self- 
conceptions—the traits and attributes individuals see in 
themselves. A second approach focuses on adolescents’ 
self-esteem, or self-image—how positively or negatively 
they feel about themselves. Finally, a third approach 
emphasizes changes in one's sense of identity—who one is, 
where one has come from, and where one is going. 


Changes in Self-Conceptions 


As individuals mature intellectually and undergo the 
sorts of cognitive changes characteristic of adolescence, 
they start to conceive of themselves in much more sophis- 
ticated ways. Adolescents are far more capable than chil- 
dren of thinking about abstract concepts and considerably 
more proficient in processing large amounts of infor- 
mation. These intellectual capabilities affect the way in 
which individuals characterize themselves. Compared 
with children, who tend to describe themselves in rela- 
tively simple, concrete terms, adolescents are more 
likely to employ complex, abstract, and psychological 
self-characterizations (Harter, 2011). In addition, with 
development comes greater consistency between how 
individuals describe themselves and how they actually 
behave (Davis-Kean et al., 2008). There is also evidence 
that adolescents' ideas about the sort of person they 
would like to be (their “ideal self”) become more stable 
over time (Zentner & Renaud, 2007). 


Changes in the Content and Structure 
of Self-Conceptions 


Self-conceptions change in structure and content during 
the transition from childhood into and through adoles- 
cence. They become more differentiated and better orga- 
nized. Let's first consider the idea that self-conceptions 
become more differentiated. 


Differentiation of the Self-Concept Imagine that 
you're at a party and someone you've just met says, “Tell 
me about yourself." What would you say? 

Researchers have used this sort of question to see how 
self-conceptions change with age. Compared to children, 
adolescents are more likely to describe what they are like 
in different situations, rather than overall generalizations. 
A preadolescent might say something like “I’m nice" or 
“Tm friendly" but not specify when or under what condi- 
tions. An adolescent is more likely to say something like 
“Tm nice if I'm in a good mood" or “I’m friendly when I 
am with people I’ve met before.” The realization that 


one’s personality is expressed in different ways in differ- 
ent situations is an example of the increased differentia- 
tion that characterizes self-conceptions as adolescents 
mature toward adulthood. 

There is another way in which self-conceptions become 
more differentiated at adolescence. Unlike characteriza- 
tions provided by children, adolescents’ self-descriptions 
take into account who is doing the describing (Harter, 
2011). Neuroimaging studies show that adolescents’ 
self-conceptions are particularly sensitive to the opinions 
of others (Pfeifer et al., 2009). Instead of saying “I’m shy” 
or "Im outgoing," an adolescent might say something 
more complicated, such as “People don't think I’m shy, 
but I'm really nervous about meeting other kids for the 
first time." Adolescents also recognize that they may 
come across differently to different people; for example, 
“My parents think I'm quiet, but my friends know I really 
like to party a lot." 


Organization and Integration of the Self-Concept 
With this shift toward increased differentiation in self- 
conceptions comes better organization and integration 
(Harter, 2011). When children are asked to describe 
themselves, the attributes they list are often disorganized. 
Adolescents, in contrast, are likely to organize and 
integrate different aspects of their self-concept into a 
more logical, coherent whole. A younger child may list a 
sequence of several traits that appear to be contradictory 
(*I am friendly, I am shy"), but an adolescent will attempt 
to group what appear to be discrepant bits of information 
into more highly organized statements (“I am shy when I 
first meet people, but after I get to know them, Um usually 
pretty friendly"). 

Self-conceptions continue to become more psycholog- 
ical well into the high school years, although this may be 
more characteristic of adolescents growing up in cultures 
like the United States, where teenagers tend to focus on 
their feelings and social life, than in cultures like China, 
where the focus is less on one's internal states and more 
on one's responsibilities and accomplishments (Setoh 
et al., 2015) (see Figure 8.1). The increased psychological 
complexity of self-conceptions may present some difficul- 
ties, though, when teenagers become able to recognize— 
but not yet quite understand or reconcile—inconsistencies 
and contradictions in their personality. The proportion of 
adolescents who give opposite traits in self-descriptions, 
who feel conflicts over such discrepancies, and who feel 
confused over such discrepancies increases markedly 
between seventh and ninth grades and then declines 
somewhat (Harter & Monsour, 1992). 

Although the recognition that one's personality is 
multifaceted—even contradictory—may initially cause 
some distress, it has a number of advantages in the long 
run. Some psychologists think the development of a more 
complicated view of oneself is one way that individuals 
cope with the recognition of their faults and weaknesses, 


CHAPTER 8 Identity 


0.35 
= United States 


=e China 
0.25 


015 


Social/Personal 
Self-Conceptions 


0.05 
Fall, 7th Spring, 7th Fall, 8th Spring, 8th 


Grade Grade Grade Grade 
Figure 81 During early adolescence, American 
teenagers increasingly describe themselves with 
reference to their social and personal characteristics. 
In contrast, Chinese teenagers use these sorts of 
descriptions less and less. (Setoh et al., 2015) 


a recognition that comes with increased self-awareness 
(“I’m not really a nasty person. I just act mean when peo- 
ple tease me”). Consistent with this, adolescents who 
have more complex and clearer self-conceptions are less 
likely to become depressed or anxious (Van Dijk et al., 
2014) and report better relationships with their parents 
(Becht et al., 2017). 


False-Self Behavior Another interesting conse- 
quence of adolescents’ recognition that they are not 
always consistent in their personality concerns their abil- 
ity to distinguish between their true and false selves (i.e., 
their authentic and inauthentic selves). Adolescents are 
most likely to behave inauthentically in romantic situa- 
tions and with classmates, and they are least likely to put 
on a false front with close friends. False-self behavior— 
acting in a way one knows is inauthentic—occurs less 
often with parents than with acquaintances but more 
often with parents than with close friends (Harter, 2011). 
Although adolescents sometimes say that they dislike 
false-self behavior, they also say that sometimes it is 
acceptable, such as when trying to impress another per- 
son or hide an aspect of their personality that they know 
others don’t like. 

Adolescents differ in the degree to which they present 
false fronts and in their reasons for doing so. In general, 
adolescents who report less emotional support from 
parents and peers, who have low self-esteem, and who are 
relatively less satisfied with life are more likely to engage in 
false-self behavior (Thomaes et al., 2017). The connection 
between false-self behavior and low self-esteem runs in both 
directions; some adolescents engage in false-self behavior 
because they have low self-esteem, whereas others ex- 
perience a drop in self-esteem 
because they knowingly put on 
a false front. Depression and 
hopelessness are highest among 
adolescents who engage in 


false-self behavior 
Behavior that intentionally 
presents a false impression 
to others. 
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five-factor model 

The theory that there are five 
basic dimensions to personality: 
extraversion, agreeableness, 
conscientiousness, neuroticism, 
and openness to experience. 
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Adolescence is a time during which individuals become more 
self-conscious. Fertnig/Getty Images 


false-self behavior because they 
genuinely devalue their true self, 
in contrast to those who put on a 
false front because they want to 
please others or because they are 
experimenting with different per- 
sonalities (Harter et al., 1996). 


making the personal 
connection 


When was the last time you put on a false self? 
What people were you with? What was your motivation? 
How did you feel afterward? 


Understanding how self-conceptions change during 
adolescence helps to explain why issues of identity begin 
to take on so much importance at this stage. You may 
recall having wondered as a teenager about your personal- 
ity development, the influences that shaped your charac- 
ter, and how your personality had changed over time: "Am 
I more like my father or like my mother? Why do my sister 
and I seem so different? Will I always be so nervous?" 
Although these sorts of questions may seem common- 
place to you now, in all likelihood, you did not think about 
these things until adolescence, when your own self- 
conceptions became more abstract and more sophisticated. 


Dimensions of Personality 
in Adolescence 


While many researchers have studied adolescent per- 
sonality development by examining young people's 


self-conceptions, others have used standardized invento- 
ries designed to assess important aspects of personality. 
Most researchers who study personality use the five-factor 
model (McCrae & John, 1992). According to this model, 
there are five critical personality dimensions, often 
referred to as the "big five": extraversion (how outgoing 
and energetic someone is), agreeableness (how kind or 
sympathetic), conscientiousness (how responsible and 
organized), neuroticism (how anxious or tense), and open- 
ness to experience (how curious and imaginative). 

Although the five-factor model was developed through 
research on adults, it has been successfully applied to 
adolescents, too (Caspi et al., 1997; McCrae et al., 2002). 
For example, delinquent adolescents are more likely than 
their peers to score high in extraversion and low in agree- 
ableness and conscientiousness, whereas adolescents 
who are high achievers in school score high in conscien- 
tiousness and openness (John et al., 1994). Researchers 
have found that the five-factor model applies equally well 
across groups of adolescents from different ethnic back- 
grounds (Rowe, Vazsonyi, & Flannery, 1994). 

There are both genetic and environmental influences 
on personality, although the environment becomes 
somewhat more important as people age (Kandler, 
2012). Individuals may inherit temperamental predispo- 
sitions (such as a high activity level or an inclination to 
be sociable), which are observable early in life, and these 
predispositions may "harden" and become organized 
into personality traits partially in response to the envi- 
ronment. For example, an active and sociable child who 
enjoys interacting with others may be rewarded for doing 
so and, over time, become extraverted. Both tempera- 
ment and personality become increasingly stable as we 
grow older, in part because we tend to spend time in 
environments that reward and reinforce the traits that 
draw us to these settings (Mottus et al., 2019; Wrzus, 
Wagner, & Reidiger, 2016). As a result, we become more 
like ourselves every day! 

Between childhood and mid-adolescence, people 
become less extraverted, perhaps as they become more 
self-conscious, and less conscientious, perhaps as they 
begin to become more emotionally autonomous from 
their parents (Van den Akker et al., 2014). There is a tem- 
porary drop in maturity during early adolescence, ^which 
appears to be the lifetime peak of meanness, laziness, and 
closed-mindedness" (Soto & Tackett, 2015, p. 360). 

As they transition into young adulthood, individuals 
become less extraverted, but as they mature, they become 
more conscientious, more agreeable, more resilient, and 
more emotionally stable (Bleidorn, 2015; Hoff et al., 
2020), which coincides with thinning of cortical brain 
regions associated with emotional regulation and cogni- 
tive control (Ferschmann et al., 2018). (In adolescence, 
thinning of the cortex is generally associated with brain 
maturation.) Girls mature earlier than boys emotionally 
(Zohar et al., 2019), but boys catch up over time, so that 
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by the end of adolescence, there are few gender differ- 
ences in maturity (De Bolle et al., 2015; Klimstra et al., 
2009). The rate of change in personality begins to slow 
during the early 20s (Syed & Seiffge-Krenke, 2013). 

In sum, many core personality traits, such as impulsiv- 
ity or timidity, are stable between childhood and adoles- 
cence and between adolescence and young adulthood 
(Borghuis et al., 2017; Specht, Luhmann, & Geiser, 2014; 
Wangqvist et al., 2015). Although the external manifesta- 
tions of these traits may change with age (e.g., anxiety 
may appear as bed-wetting in early childhood but as ner- 
vous talkativeness in adolescence), our basic, underlying 
traits turn out to be remarkably unchanging. 

For example, individuals who displayed relatively 
more aggression in preadolescence, temper tantrums 
during childhood, or negative emotions during infancy, 
are more likely to behave aggressively as adolescents 
(Caspi et al., 1995; Hart et al., 1997). Similarly, individu- 
als who had difficulty controlling their impulses as 
preschoolers are more likely to be rash, aggressive, and 
sensation seeking as adolescents and young adults, 
whereas individuals who were inhibited as young children 
tend to be relatively more timid, anxious, and shy. Not 
surprisingly, individuals who are well-adjusted in early 
and middle childhood tend to be resilient and competent 
in adolescence (Gest, 1997; Hart et aL, 1997; Shiner, 
Masten, & Tellegen, 2002). 

Despite popular stereotypes about adolescence as a 
time of “rebirth,” then, research does not show that ado- 
lescence is a time of tumultuous upheaval in personality. 
Indeed, people's basic personality remains stable from 
high school all the way into their mid-60s, especially with 
respect to psychological maturity, aesthetic appreciation, 
tidiness, and social sensitivity (Damian et al, 2018). This 
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Figure 8.2 As we get older, we increasingly 
come to see ourselves as others see us. 
(Rohrer et al., 2018) 


== Conscientiousness 


stability of personality is observed regardless of whether 
the traits are measured by asking people to describe 
themselves or by asking people who know them well to 
provide the descriptions. Perhaps more important, the 
correlation between self-reports and the reports of others 
increases as people mature, consistent with the idea that 
part of growing up involves the ability to see yourself as 
others see you (Rohrer et al., 2018) (see Figure 8.2). 


Changes in Self-Esteem 


It's long been believed that the "storm and stress" of 
adolescence creates problems in self-esteem—how adoles- 
cents evaluate themselves. This turns out not to be true. 
But although there isn't a dramatic drop in self-esteem at 
this age, adolescents' feelings about themselves fluctuate 
from day to day, particularly during the early adolescent 
years. And, despite commentary in the popular press 
about the excessively high self-esteem characteristic of 
today's young people, careful statistical analyses show 
that there has been no appreciable increase in American 
adolescents’ self-esteem during the past several decades 
(Steinberg, 2014a; Trzesniewski & Donnellan, 2009). 


Stability and Changes in Self-Esteem 


Self-esteem becomes increasingly more stable between 
childhood and early adulthood, as adolescents’ feelings 
about themselves gradually consolidate and become less 
likely to fluctuate in response to different experiences 
(Erol & Orth, 2011; Trzesniewski, Donnellan, & Robins, 
2003). Day-to-day fluctuations in mood tend to become 
smaller between early adolescence and late adolescence 
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self-consciousness 

The degree to which an 
individual is preoccupied with 
his or her self-image. 


self-image stability 

The degree to which an 
individual's self-image changes 
from day to day. 
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(Larson et al., 2002). The fact 
that self-esteem is stable doesn't 
mean that self-esteem doesn’t 
change over time. It simply 
means that people who enter 
adolescence with higher self- 
esteem than others leave ado- 
lescence with higher self-esteem 
than others, too. (If this seems 
confusing, think of it this way: Height is a very stable 
trait, in that relatively taller children, when they are 
adults, are also taller than other people their age. But this 
doesn’t mean that people don’t grow between childhood 
and adulthood.) 

Studies of changes in self-esteem as individuals move 
through adolescence have not yielded consistent findings, 
partly because researchers have focused on different 
aspects of individuals’ self-image. Some studies find that 
individuals’ feelings about themselves become more neg- 
ative over the course of adolescence (Jacobs et al., 2002), 
but others find that they become more positive (Orth & 
Robins, 2014). 

In general, however, changes in self perceptions 
(whether positive or negative) are greater during early ado- 
lescence than during middle or late adolescence (Liu & 
Xin, 2014). From middle adolescence through young adult- 
hood, self-esteem either remains at about the same level or 
increases (Chung et al., 2014; Orth, Maes, & Schmitt, 
2015; Von Soest, Wichstrom, & Lundin Kvalem, 2016). 
Although there is a general trend for individuals' average 
mood to become less positive over the course of adoles- 
cence (children are usually in a more positive mood than 
young adolescents, who are generally in a better mood than 
older adolescents), this trend begins to level off around 
age 16 (Larson et al, 2002). Teenagers who experience 
frequent fluctuations in mood also report higher levels of 
anxiety and depression (Maciejewski et al., 2014). 


Volatility in Early Adolescents' Self-Evaluations 
Although adolescence is not a time of storm and stress, 
problems in self-image may arise for a brief period during 
early adolescence. To fully understand why, it is neces- 
sary to distinguish among three aspects of adolescents' 
self-image: their self-esteem (how positively or negatively 
they feel about themselves), their self-consciousness (how 
much they worry about their self-image), and their self- 
image stability (how much their self-image changes from 
day to day) (Simmons, Rosenberg, & Rosenberg, 1973). 
Fluctuations in adolescents’ self-image are most likely 
to occur between the ages of 12 and 14. This is a time of 
major changes in brain systems that regulate how we 
think about ourselves and others (Pfeifer & Peake, 2012). 
Compared with preadolescents or older adolescents, 
early and middle adolescents have lower self-esteem, are 
more self-conscious, and have a more unstable self-image. 
Generally, the differences between preadolescents and 


early or middle adolescents are greater than those 
between younger and older adolescents, which indicates 
that the most marked fluctuations in self-image occur 
during the transition into adolescence, rather than over 
the course of adolescence itself (Thomaes, Poorthuis, & 
Nelemans, 2011). 

Does it seem to you that early and middle adolescents 
are a little obsessed with taking “selfies”? You may be 
right. In a recent experiment that looked at where people 
focused their gaze when looking at photos of themselves, 
friends, or strangers, focusing on one’s own picture was 
more common during mid-adolescence than among 
younger or older individuals (Doi & Shinohara, 2018)! 

The extent to which an individual’s self-esteem is 
volatile is itself a stable trait. Young adolescents whose 
self-image fluctuates a lot from moment to moment are 
likely to develop into older adolescents who experience 
the same thing. Young adolescents with the most volatile 
self-image report the highest levels of anxiety, tension, 
and adjustment problems (Molloy, Ram, & Gest, 2011). 
This is especially likely among adolescents who have a 
great deal of stress in their day-to-day lives (Tevendale 
et al., 1997). Having a volatile self-image may make indi- 
viduals especially vulnerable to the effects of stress. In 
contrast, believing that one has some control over one's 
personality and is capable of changing is an important 
asset that helps teenagers deal with interpersonal 
problems (Yeager, 2017). 

Fluctuations in self-image during early adolescence 
probably are due to several interrelated factors. First, the 
sort of egocentrism that is common in early adolescence 
may make young adolescents painfully aware of others’ 
reactions to their behavior. Second, as individuals become 
more socially active, they begin to learn that people play 
games when they interact, and they learn that it is not 
always possible to tell what others are thinking on the 
basis of how they act or what they say. This ambiguity 
may leave young adolescents puzzled and uncomfortable 
about how they are really viewed by others. Finally, 
because of the increased importance of peers, young ado- 
lescents are especially interested in their peers’ opinions 
of them. For the first time, they may have to come to 
terms with contradictions between the messages they get 
from their parents (“That haircut you just got makes you 
even prettier—you look great with short hair”) and the 
messages they get from their friends ("You'd better wear 
a hat until your hair grows back!”). Hearing contradictory 
messages can create uncertainty about oneself. 


The Wrong Question? Studies of age differences in 
self-esteem often hide substantial differences among peo- 
ple of the same age. Some adolescents have very stable 
self-esteem over time, whereas others do not (Birkeland 
et al., 2012; Morin et al., 2013). Not surprisingly, adoles- 
cents with better family and peer relationships are more 
likely than their peers to maintain positive self-esteem or 


develop enhanced self-esteem over time (Diehl, Vicary, & 
Deike, 1997). Similar variability in patterns of life satis- 
faction has also been reported (Tolan & Larsen, 2014). 
Interestingly, the brains of adolescents with relatively 
higher self-esteem tend to have stronger connections 
between areas of the brain that regulate how we think 
about ourselves and areas that control feelings of reward 
(Chavez & Heatherton, 2015). 

Some critics of studies of the stability of self-esteem in 
adolescence also question the validity of examining 
self-esteem in such a general sense. Although most 
research on adolescent self-esteem has focused on teenag- 
ers’ overall feelings about themselves, young people 
evaluate themselves both globally, which may be a good 
indicator of general psychological well-being, and along 
several distinct dimensions, such as academics, athletics, 
appearance, social relationships, and moral conduct 
(Côté, 2009; Esnaola et al., 2020). As a consequence, it 
is possible for an adolescent to have high self-esteem 
when it comes to academic abilities, low self-esteem when 
it comes to athletics, and moderate self-esteem when 
it comes to physical appearance, social relationships, or 
moral behavior. 


Components of Self-Esteem Even within broad 
domains of self-esteem (e.g., academics, athletics, or 
social relationships), adolescents often have quite differ- 
entiated views of themselves. For example, adolescents’ 
evaluations of their social competence within the context 
of their relationships with their parents may be very dif- 
ferent from the way they see themselves in their relation- 
ships with teachers, which in turn may differ from their 
evaluations of themselves in the peer group (Harter, 
Waters, & Whitesell, 1998). Within the realm of peer 
relationships, adolescents’ social self-esteem may vary 
depending on whether they are thinking about their 
friendships or their romantic relationships; someone who 
is totally confident when he’s around his friends may be 
nervous and insecure when talking to a crush. Therefore, 
it may be misleading to characterize an adolescent’s 
“social self-esteem” as low or high without specifying the 
relationship being referred to. The same goes for aca- 
demic self-esteem: Because students evaluate their abili- 
ties in specific subject areas both in comparison to other 
students (“I am terrible at math compared to everyone 
else in this class”) and relative to their abilities in other 
subject areas (“I am so much better at math than I am at 
history”), making sweeping statements about an adoles- 
cent’s overall academic self-image is often unwise (Arens 
et al., 2011; Marsh & Hau, 2004). 

Do some aspects of self-esteem contribute more to an 
adolescent’s overall self-image than others? Yes, they do. 
Adolescents’ physical self-esteem—how they feel about 
their appearance—is the most important predictor of over- 
all self-esteem, followed by self-esteem about relation- 
ships with peers (Vannucci & Ohannessian, 2018; Von 
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Soest, Wichstrom, & Lundin Kvalem, 2016). Less import- 
ant are self-esteem about academic ability, athletic ability, 
or moral conduct. 

Although researchers find that adolescents’ physical 
self-esteem is the best predictor of their overall self- 
esteem, adolescents, when asked, say that their physical 
appearance is one of the least important contributors to 
how they feel about themselves. In other words, adoles- 
cents are often unaware of the degree to which their self- 
worth is based on their feelings about their appearance 
(DuBois et aL, 2000). Physical self-esteem is a more 
important influence on overall self-esteem among girls 
than boys, although both genders' self-esteem is linked to 
how they feel about their appearance (Kistler et al., 2010; 
Thomaes, Poorthuis, & Nelemans, 2011; van den Berg 
et al., 2010). These findings help explain why girls are 
more likely than boys to experience self-image difficulties 
and depression. 


Group Differences in Self-Esteem 


Thus far, we've looked at how self-esteem changes on 
average during adolescence and at the factors that influ- 
ence how teenagers feel about themselves. Psychologists 
also have asked whether some groups of adolescents have 
higher self-esteem than others. 


Sex Differences Early adolescent girls are more vulner- 
able to disturbances in their self-image than any other 
group of youngsters. Compared to early adolescent boys, 
early adolescent girls’ self-esteem is lower, their degree of 
self-consciousness is higher, and their self-image is shakier. 
Girls also are more likely than boys to say negative things 
about themselves, to feel insecure about their abilities, and 


Early adolescent girls' self-esteem is lower, their degree of 
self-consciousness is higher, and their self-image is shakier than 
is the case for boys. Paul/Getty Images 
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to worry whether other people like being with them. Some 
commentators worry that the increased prominence of 
social media in adolescent girls’ daily experience is only 
making matters worse (Chua & Chang, 2016). 

Sex differences in self-esteem are most pronounced 
among White adolescents. Similar patterns have been 
found among Latinx adolescents but not, for the most 
part, among Black adolescents (Erkut et al., 2000; van 
den Berg et al., 2010). Because Black girls do not feel as 
negatively about their appearance as White or Latinx 
girls, they have relatively higher overall self-esteem and 
show less of a decline in self-esteem over adolescence 
(Gray-Little & Hafdahl, 2000). 

Why would girls have greater self-esteem problems 
during early adolescence than boys? The answer may be 
related to the special significance of physical appearance 
and acceptance by peers in determining self-esteem. 
Because young girls are more concerned than boys about 
physical attractiveness, dating, and peer acceptance, they 
may experience a greater number of self-image problems. 
Not surprisingly, girls who attend single-sex schools have 
higher self-esteem than those who go to coeducational 
ones (Cribb & Haase, 2016). Although sex differences in 
adolescent self-esteem, favoring males, are found all over 
the world, the gap is wider in wealthy, developed nations 
than in poor, developing ones, perhaps because more 
affluent societies place a greater emphasis on physical 
appearance (Bleidorn et al., 2016). 


Ethnic Differences Black adolescents on average 
have higher self-esteem than White adolescents, who, in 
turn, tend to have higher self-esteem than Latinx, Asian, 
or Native American youth (Biro et al., 2006; Twenge & 
Crocker, 2002). Several studies indicate that Asian 
American adolescents have particularly low self-esteem 
relative to their peers (e.g., Herman, 2004), a finding that 
some researchers have attributed to higher rates of peer 
rejection (Niwa, Way, & Hughes, 2014). 

A number of researchers have asked why Black adoles- 
cents have such high self-esteem, given the prevalence of 
prejudice in American society and the generally disadvan- 
taged position of Black individuals in the workplace and 
school, two institutions in which individuals’ perfor- 
mance influences their self-image. There are two main 
explanations. 

First, despite their encounters with racism and preju- 
dice, Black teenagers often benefit from the support and 
positive feedback of adults in the Black community, espe- 
cially in the family (Gaylord-Harden et al., 2007). This is 
not surprising, given the wealth of research showing that 
the approval of significant others is an especially power- 
ful influence on adolescents’ self-esteem—much more so 
than the opinion of the broader society (e.g., Gray-Little 
& Hafdahl, 2000; Whitesell et al., 2006). 

Second, the very strong sense of ethnic identity that 
exists among Black adolescents enhances their overall 


self-esteem (DuBois et al., 2002; Gaylord-Harden et al., 
2007). Ethnic differences in self-esteem, favoring Black 
adolescents, have increased over the past 30 years (per- 
haps because ethnic identity has become a more relevant 
issue in society) and are greater during adolescence than 
childhood (perhaps because ethnic identity is a more 
salient issue during adolescence than before) (Twenge & 
Crocker, 2002). 

Ethnic differences also exist in patterns of change in 
selfesteem during adolescence. In one study of Black, 
Latinx, and Asian urban adolescents, Black students and 
biracial students (mainly Black/Latinx) had relatively 
higher self-esteem in early adolescence, and their self- 
esteem remained high throughout the adolescent years. 
In contrast, Latinx students had relatively lower self- 
esteem early in adolescence but caught up with their 
Black peers by the end of high school. Asian students 
began with the lowest self-esteem, and it remained lower 
than that of other groups over time (see Figure 8.3). 
Similar patterns were found in a large national sample 
of American youth (Erol & Orth, 2011). In contrast to 
studies of White adolescents, there were no sex differ- 
ences in levels or patterns of change in self-esteem in this 
sample of ethnic minority adolescents. 

The ethnic diversity of the context in which adoles- 
cents develop has a substantial impact on their self-image. 
High school students who live in a social environment or 
go to a school in which their ethnic or socioeconomic 
group is in the minority are more likely to have self-image 
problems than those who are in the majority. This seems 
to be true with regard to religion, socioeconomic status, 
ethnicity, and household composition. Black teenagers, 
for example, have a higher opinion of themselves when 
they go to schools in which Black students are a majority 
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Figure 8.3 Ethnic differences in patterns of self- 
esteem over time. (Greene & Way, 2005) 


Adolescents who attend schools in which they are in the ethnic 
minority may suffer greater self-esteem problems than their 
peers who attend schools in which they are in the majority. 
Although desegregation may have a positive impact on minority 
adolescents’ academic achievement, this benefit may be coun- 
terbalanced by the apparently negative impact of desegrega- 
tion on minority students’ self-image. Thinkstock/Comstock 
Images/Getty Images 


than when they attend predominantly White schools, 
where they may feel out of place and under pressure to 
play down their cultural heritage. By the same token, 
Jewish adolescents have higher self-esteem in schools in 
which there are many other Jewish students than in 
schools in which Jews compose a small minority of the 
student body. Similarly, levels of maladjustment are 
higher among Latinx youngsters when there is a lower 
concentration of Latinx families in their neighborhood 
(White, Zeiders, & Safa, 2018). 


Antecedents and Consequences 
of High Self-Esteem 


Several researchers have examined the link between 
self-esteem and adolescent behavior in an attempt to see 
whether certain sorts of experiences contribute—either 
positively or negatively-to adolescents' feelings about 
themselves. Others have posed the question in reverse: 
Does having high (or low) self-esteem lead adolescents to 
behave in particular ways? 


Influences on Self-Esteem Even though there are 
ethnic differences in average levels of self-esteem, the 
correlates of self-esteem are similar in different ethnic 
groups and among immigrants and nonimmigrants alike. 
Self-esteem is enhanced by being raised by parents who 
are loving and supportive and by being accepted by 
one's peers (Birkeland, Bfreivik, & Wold, 2014; Huey et al., 
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2020; Juang et al., 2018; Krauss & Orth, 2018). That said, 
although being close to one’s parents and having good 
relations with one’s peers are associated with higher 
self-esteem, it isn’t clear which one leads to the other 
(Harris et al., 2015; van Geel et al., 2018). Similarly, 
although having high self-esteem is correlated with the 
use of social network sites, it appears that feeling posi- 
tively about oneself leads teenagers to use social media, 
rather than the reverse (Valkenburg, Koutamanis, & 
Vossen, 2017). 

Adolescents whose self-esteem is too wrapped up in 
the approval of others—especially the approval of peers— 
may be at risk for developing self-image problems, since 
peer acceptance may fluctuate over time as the values and 
expectations of the peer group change (Harter, Stocker, & 
Robinson, 1996). Adolescents who derive their self- 
esteem relatively more from peers than from teachers 
or parents show more behavioral problems and poorer 
school achievement (DuBois et al., 1999). 


Consequences of High or Low Self-Esteem 
Although it once was believed that enhanced self-esteem 
leads to school success, there actually is little evidence for 
this, and a lot of evidence that the reverse is true (e.g., 
Schmidt & Padilla, 2003). Academic success leads to 
improvements in how adolescents feel about themselves, 
not the other way around. These findings cast doubt on 
the logic behind programs designed to raise teenagers' 
school performance by increasing their self-esteem. High 
self-esteem during adolescence does enhance adoles- 
cents' well-being, however, whereas low self-esteem may 
lead to mental health problems, both in the short run 
(Orth & Robins, 2013) and well into adulthood 
(Trzesniewski et al., 2006). 

The relationship between low self-esteem and psycho- 
logical problems is complicated (Gerard & Buehler, 
2004). Low self-esteem is one of several symptoms of 
depression, but it appears that low self-esteem is more 
likely to lead to depression than result from it (Orth et al., 
2014; Rieger et al., 2016). One reason that low self-esteem 
may lead to depression is that adolescents with negative 
feelings about themselves are less likely to seek positive 
feedback and social support from others (Marshall et al., 
2014; Masselink, Van Roekel, & Oldehinkel, 2018). Per- 
haps as a consequence, they come to believe that other 
teenagers don't like them, which makes them feel lonely, 
further diminishing their selfesteem (Vanhalst et al., 
2013) (see Figure 8.4). 

The link between self-esteem and behavior problems 
(as opposed to emotional problems) is even less clear. 
Although low selfesteem initially may encourage some 
adolescents toward delinquency, involvement with delin- 
quent peers actually may lead to an increase in self-esteem 
because involvement in delinquency earns teenagers 
approval from certain peers (Mason, 2001). Further- 
more, adolescents with high self-esteem are more likely to 
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identity versus identity 
diffusion 

According to Erikson, the 
normative crisis characteristic of 
the fifth stage of psychosocial 
development, predominant 
during adolescence. 
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Figure SA Low self-esteem often discourages 
adolescents from seeking out social support 
from others, which can lead to feelings of 
loneliness. 


experiment with alcohol than are those with low self- 
esteem (Scheier et al., 2000), most probably because high 
self-esteem is associated with being in the more popular 
social crowds, in which drinking is more common. 


The Adolescent Identity Crisis 


If you were asked to write a novel about your own identity 
development, what would you mention? Perhaps you would 
talk about developing a sense of purpose, or clarifying long- 
term plans and values, or becoming more confident about 
who you really are and where you are headed (Hill, Burrow, 
& Summer, 2013). If these are the sorts of things that come 
to mind when you think about identity development in ado- 
lescence, you are thinking about an aspect of development 
that psychologists refer to as the sense of identity. The dom- 
inant view in the study of adolescent identity development 
emphasizes precisely these aspects of psychosocial develop- 
ment, and the theorist whose work has been most influen- 
tial in this area is Erik Erikson. 


Erikson's Theoretical Framework 


Erikson's (1968) theory developed out of his clinical and 
cross-cultural observations of young people at various 
stages of development. He believed that development 
involved moving through a series of eight psychosocial 
crises over the course of the life span. Each crisis, 
although present in one form or another at all ages, takes 
on special significance at a given period of the life cycle 
because biological and social forces interact to make 
crisis especially salient. The establishment of a coherent 
sense of identity—what Erikson called the crisis of identity 
versus identity diffusion—is the chief psychosocial crisis of 
adolescence. 

Achieving a balanced and coherent sense of identity is 
intellectually and emotionally taxing. Erikson believed 
that the key to resolving the crisis of identity versus iden- 
tity diffusion lies in the adolescent's interactions with 
others. By responding to the 
reactions of people who matter, 
the adolescent selects and 
chooses from among the many 
elements that could conceiv- 
ably become a part of his or 
her identity. The other people 
with whom the young person 


Low 
self-esteem 
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interacts serve as a mirror that reflects back information 
about who he or she is and ought to be. 

As such, the responses of significant others shape the 
adolescent’s developing sense of identity. Through others’ 
reactions, adolescents learn whether they are competent 
or inept, attractive or ugly, socially adept or awkward. 
Perhaps more important—especially during periods when 
their sense of identity is still forming—adolescents learn 
from others what they do that they ought to keep doing 
and what they do that they ought to stop. Increasingly, 
adolescents use social media, such as Facebook, to 
accomplish this (Davis, 2013; Jordan-Conde, Mennecke, 
& Townsend, 2014). 


The Social Context of Identity 
Development 


The social context in which the adolescent attempts to 
establish a sense of identity exerts a tremendous impact 
on the nature and outcome of the process. If the adoles- 
cent's identity is forged out of a recognition on the part of 
society, society will play an important role in determining 
which sorts of identities are possible alternatives. And of 
those identities that are genuine options, society will 
influence which are desirable and which aren't. 

As a consequence, the course of identity development 
varies over different historical eras, in different cultures, 
and among different subcultures within the same society 
(Kroger, 1993). For example, studies of identity develop- 
ment among contemporary youth in Japan have found 
increasing levels of uncertainty as Japanese society has 
become less collectivistic in recent decades. This uncer- 
tainty may be due to the fact that the older generations 
are less supportive of the individualized orientation that 
has become more common among Japanese young 
people (Sugimura, 2020). 

The social context also influences whether the search 
for self-definition will be a full-blown crisis or a more 
manageable challenge. The rapid rate of social change in 
most of the world has raised new and more complex sets 
of questions for young people to consider—questions not 
only about occupational plans but also about values, life- 
styles, and commitments to other people. Today, even in 
some countries where until recently individuals had little 
choice about the life they would lead, adolescents must 
ask themselves what sort of work they want to do; if they 
want to remain single, live with someone, or marry; and if 


Role experimentation during adolescence often involves trying 
on different looks, images, and patterns of behavior. According 
to theorists such as Erik Erikson, having the time and freedom 
to experiment with different roles is an important prelude to 
establishing a coherent sense of identity. Beatriz Vera/ 
Shutterstock 


and when they want to have children. The likelihood of 
going through a prolonged and difficult identity crisis is 
probably greater today, and more prevalent around the 
world, than it has ever been. 


making the cultural 
connection 


During the past 15 years, there have been dramatic 
political changes in much of the Arab world. Do you think 
that changes in these societies’ “identity” will lead to 
changes in patterns of adolescent identity development? 


The Psychosocial Moratorium According to Erikson, 
the complications inherent in identity development in 
modern society have created the need for a psychosocial 
moratorium—a “time out” during adolescence from exces- 
sive responsibilities and obligations that might restrict the 
pursuit of self-discovery. Adolescents in contemporary 
America are given a moratorium of sorts by being encour- 
aged to remain in school for a long time, where they can 
think seriously about their plans for the future without 
making irrevocable decisions. For adolescents who can 
tolerate not knowing where they are headed and who use 
this time to gather information and explore a variety of 
options, the moratorium can be an exhilarating experi- 
ence. For others, though, the moratorium is a period of 
uncomfortable and anxious indecision (Becht et al., 2016.) 

During the psychosocial moratorium, adolescents can 
experiment with different roles and identities in a context 
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that permits and encourages 
exploration. The experimenta- 
tion involves trying on different 
postures, personalities, and 
ways of behaving—sometimes 
to the consternation of the 
adolescent’s parents, who may 
wonder why their child’s per- 
sonality seems so changeable. 
One week, an adolescent girl will spend hours putting on 
makeup; the next week, she will insist to her parents that 
she is tired of caring so much about the way she looks. An 
adolescent boy will come home one day with a shaved 
head and piercings, and a few weeks later, he will discard 
this image for that of a preppie. Although many parents 
worry about their teenage children going through these 
sorts of phases, much of this behavior is normal 
experimentation. 

Having the time to experiment with roles is an import- 
ant prelude to establishing a coherent sense of identity. 
But role experimentation can take place only in an envi- 
ronment that allows and encourages it. Without a morato- 
rium, a full and thorough exploration of the options and 
available alternatives cannot occur, and identity develop- 
ment will be impeded. According to Erikson, adolescents 
must grow into an adult identity, rather than be forced 
into one prematurely. 

It is clear that the sort of moratorium Erikson 
described is an ideal. Some might even consider it to be a 
luxury of the affluent. Many young people—perhaps even 
most—do not have the economic freedom to enjoy a long 
delay before taking on the responsibilities of adult life. 
For many youngsters, alternatives do not exist in any real- 
istic sense, and introspection only interferes with the 
more pressing task of survival. Does the 17-year-old who 
has to drop out of school to work a full-time job go 
through life without a sense of identity? Do youngsters 
who cannot afford a psychosocial moratorium fail to 
resolve the identity crisis? 

Certainly not. But from Erikson's perspective, the 
absence of a psychosocial moratorium in some adoles- 
cents' lives—either because of restrictions they place on 
themselves, restrictions placed on them by others, or 
their life circumstances-is truly regrettable. The price 
these youngsters pay is not the failure to develop a sense 
of identity but lost potential. You may know people whose 
parents forced them into prematurely choosing a certain 
career or who had to drop out of college and take a job 
they really did not want because of financial pressures. 
Without a chance to explore, to experiment, and to 
choose among options for the future, these adolescents 
may not realize all that they are capable of becoming. It is 
easy to see how the broader context in which adolescents 
grow up affects this. Think, for example, of how individu- 
als' plans for the future may have had to change during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 


psychosocial moratorium 
A period during which 
individuals are free from 
excessive obligations and 
responsibilities and can 
therefore experiment with 
different roles and 
personalities. 
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identity diffusion 

The incoherent, disjointed, 
incomplete sense of self 
characteristic of not having 
resolved the crisis of identity. 
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Resolving the Identity Crisis 
Most writers on adolescence 
and youth believe that identity 
exploration continues well into 
young adulthood. But rather 
than thinking of adolescents as 
having a single identity crisis, it probably makes more 
sense to view the phenomenon as a series of crises that 
may concern different aspects of the young person’s 
identity and that may surface—and resurface—at different 
points in time throughout the adolescent and young-adult 
years. During adolescence, the feeling of well-being asso- 
ciated with establishing a sense of identity is often fleet- 
ing, as individuals make commitments and plans, explore 
different identities, reconsider them, change commit- 
ments, and engage in more exploration (Crocetti, 2017; 
Wang, Douglass, & Yip, 2017) (see Figure 8.5). Ultimately, 
however, the identity crisis of adolescence, when success- 
fully resolved, culminates in a series of basic life commit- 
ments: occupational, ideological, social, religious, ethical, 
and sexual (Coté, 2009). 


Problems in Identity Development 


Given the wide variations in developmental histories that 
individuals bring to adolescence and the substantial dif- 
ferences in the environments in which they develop, it is 
not surprising to find differences in the ways in which 
individuals approach and resolve the identity crisis. Prob- 
lems in identity development can result when someone 
has not successfully resolved earlier crises or when the 
adolescent is in an environment that does not provide the 
necessary period of moratorium. Three sorts of problems 
received special attention from Erikson: identity diffu- 
sion, identity foreclosure, and negative identity. 


Identity Diffusion Identity diffusion is characterized 
by an incoherent, disjointed, incomplete sense of self. It 


can vary in degree from a mild state of not quite knowing 
who one is while in the midst of an identity crisis to a 
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Figure 8.5 The process of identity development is a 
cycle of making commitments, exploring them in depth, 
reconsidering them, and revising them. (Adapted from 
Crocetti, 2017) 


more severe, clinical condition that persists beyond a nor- 
mal period of exploration. Identity diffusion is marked by 
disruptions in the individual’s sense of time (some things 
seem to happen much faster than they really do, while 
others seem to take forever); excessive self-consciousness, 
to the point that it is difficult to make decisions; prob- 
lems in work and school; difficulties in forming intimate 
relationships with others; and concerns over sexuality. In 
other words, identity diffusion is reflected not only in 
problems of identity but also in the areas of autonomy, 
intimacy, sexuality, and achievement. Frequent fluctua- 
tion between temporary commitments and their reconsid- 
eration, without adequate exploration, is associated with 
behavioral problems (Mercer et al., 2017). 


Identity Foreclosure Some young people bypass— 
either willingly or unwillingly—the period of exploration 
and experimentation that precedes the establishment of a 
healthy sense of identity. Instead of considering a range 
of alternatives, these adolescents prematurely commit 
themselves to a role, or series of roles, and settle upon a 
certain identification as a final identity. In essence, these 
individuals are not given—or do not take advantage of—a 
psychosocial moratorium. A college freshman who made 
up her mind about becoming a doctor at the age of 13 


Some adolescents fail to thoroughly engage in the process 
of identity exploration because their parents have selected 
an identity for them. Erikson called this “identity foreclosure.” 
JGI/Jamie Grill/Getty Images 


may enroll in a rigid premed curriculum without consid- 
ering other career possibilities. The circumvention of the 
identity crisis is called identity foreclosure. 

Typically, the roles adopted in the process of identity 
foreclosure revolve around the goals set for the young 
person by parents or other authority figures. The adoles- 
cent may be led into these roles directly or may be forced 
into them indirectly by being denied a true moratorium. 
Perhaps the parents of the would-be doctor have arranged 
their child’s school schedule and summer vacations so 
that all of her spare time is spent taking extra science 
courses. No time is left for role experimentation or intro- 
spection. Individuals who have bypassed the identity 
crisis have made commitments, but they have not gone 
through a period of experimentation before making them. 
Identity foreclosure is an interruption of the identity 
development process, one that interferes with the individ- 
ual’s discovery of his or her full range of potentials. 


Negative Identity Adolescents sometimes appear to 
select identities that are obviously undesirable to their 
parents and their community. The examples are familiar: 
the daughter of the local district attorney who repeatedly 
gets into trouble with the law, the son of prestigious and 
successful parents who refuses to go to college, the child 
of a devoutly religious family who insists that he or she is 
an atheist. Because the establishment of a healthy sense 
of identity is so intimately tied to the recognition of 
the adolescent by those who matter, the adoption of a 
so-called negative identity is a sign of problems in identity 
development. The adolescent who adopts a negative iden- 
tity is recognized by those around him or her, but not in a 
way that fosters healthy development. 

Selecting a negative identity usually represents an 
attempt to forge some sense of self-definition in an envi- 
ronment that has made it difficult to establish an accept- 
able identity. This appears to be especially likely when, 
after repeatedly trying and failing to receive positive recog- 
nition from those who are important in their lives, adoles- 
cents turn to a different, perhaps more successful, route to 
being noticed. Consider this example: The son of success- 
ful parents is a good student but not quite good enough to 
please his excessively demanding parents. He feels he is a 
nobody in his parents' eyes, so he drops out of school to 
join a band—something his parents vehemently oppose. 
But as Erikson wisely pointed out, most adolescents would 
rather be somebody “bad” than nobody at all. 


making the practical 
connection 

Are there any aspects of today's environment that might 
make the resolution of the identity crisis especially 
difficult? Can you think of anything that might be done to 
help facilitate healthy identity development? 
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Research on Identity 
Development 


The term identity status refers to the point in the identity 
development process that characterizes an adolescent at 
a given time. In order to determine an individual’s iden- 
tity status, most researchers have used an approach that 
focuses on the processes of exploration (experimenting 
with different ideas about occupations, values, relation- 
ships, and so forth) and commitment (making choices 
among various alternatives) (Marcia, 1966). Some theo- 
rists (e.g., Negru-Subtiricia et al., 2016) also distinguish 
between exploration in “depth” (making a commitment 
to an identity and then exploring one’s options) and 
exploration in “breadth” (exploring one’s options and 
then making a further commitment). Others (e.g., Becht 
et al., 2017; Crocetti, 2017) see identity development as a 
more dynamic process, with individuals moving back and 
forth between commitment and exploration over time. 

In all of these frameworks, the important point is that 
healthy identity involvement requires experimentation 
and exploration before finalizing one’s choices about 
work, love, and lifestyle. Interestingly, brain imaging 
studies find that regions of the brain that are associated 
with motivation (e.g., the nucleus accumbens) are larger 
among adolescents who are engaged in the exploration 
process, whereas regions associated with cognitive con- 
trol (e.g., the frontal cortex) are larger among those who 
are actively gathering information about their commit- 
ments and thinking about them (Becht et al., 2018). 


Determining an Adolescent’s 
Identity Status 


In identity status research, based on their responses to an 
interview or questionnaire, individuals are assigned to 
one of four identity states (state is the right word because 
research shows that individuals move from state to state, 
and not necessarily in an orderly fashion): (1) identity 
achievement (the individual 
has established a coherent 
sense of identity—that is, has 
made commitments after a 
period of exploration), (2) mor- 
atorium (the individual is in the 
midst of a period of explora- 
tion), (3) identity foreclosure 
(the individual has made com- 
mitments but without a period 
of exploration), or (4) identity 
diffusion (the individual does 
not have firm commitments 
and is not currently trying to 
make them). Research emp- 
loying this approach has 


identity foreclosure 
of a sense of identity, before 


has occurred. 


negative identity 
The selection of an identity 


the eyes of significant others 
and the broader community. 


identity status 

The point in the identity 
development process that 
characterizes an adolescent 
at a given time. 


The premature establishment 
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that is obviously undesirable in 
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agency 
The sense that one has an 
impact on ones world. 
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supported many aspects of Erikson’s theory (Meeus, 
2011; Meeus et al., 2012). The strongest support comes 
from studies that show a pattern of correlations between 
various traits and the different identity states that are con- 
sistent with predictions based on Erikson’s model. 

For example, individuals who are in a state of identity 
achievement are psychologically healthier than others in 
a variety of ways: They score highest on measures of 
achievement motivation, moral reasoning, intimacy with 
peers, and career maturity. Individuals in the midst of a 
moratorium score highest on measures of anxiety, show 
the highest levels of conflict over issues of authority, and 
are themselves the least rigid and least authoritarian. 
Individuals classified as foreclosed have been shown to be 
the most authoritarian and most prejudiced and to have 
the highest need for social approval, the lowest level of 
autonomy, and the greatest closeness to their parents. 
Individuals in a state of identity diffusion display the 
highest level of psychological, behavioral, and interper- 
sonal problems: They are the most socially withdrawn 
and most likely to engage in antisocial behavior and 
show the lowest level of intimacy with peers (Hatano & 
Sugimura, 2017; Meeus, 2011; Schwartz et al., 2015, 2017; 
Sznitman, Zimmerman, & Van Petegem, 2019). 

Generally, individuals whose identity development is 
healthy are more likely to have grown up in authoritative 
homes characterized by warm, but not excessively con- 
straining, relations (Beyers & Goossens, 2008; Dumas 
et al., 2009). People who grow up in these environments 
are encouraged to assert their individuality but remain 
connected to their families. Typically, the absence of 
parental warmth is associated with problems in making 
commitments—the most extreme case being identity 
diffusion—whereas the absence of parental encourage- 
ment of individuality is associated with difficulties in 
exploration (Cóté, 2009). 

One of the defining characteristics of individuals who 
have achieved a coherent sense of identity is that they 
approach life's decisions with a strong sense of agency: 
They take responsibility for themselves, feel in control of 
their decisions, and have confidence that they will be able 
to overcome obstacles along the way (Becht et al., 2018; 
Côté, 2000). A strong sense of personal agency is predic- 
tive of identity achievement across ethnic and socioeco- 
nomic groups (e.g., Schwartz, Cóté, & Arnett, 2005). 

Being in charge of one's life may be especially import- 
ant in contemporary industrialized society, where the 
transition to adulthood is prolonged and individuals are 
faced with a tremendous number of identity-related deci- 
sions. Individuals in their late teens or early 20s who say 
they are not sure when asked whether they are adoles- 
cents or adults are less likely to have achieved a sense of 
identity than are those who are 
certain that they have reached 
adulthood (Nelson & Barry, 
2005). It is not clear whether 


Most research indicates that the chief period for identity 
development is in late adolescence, when many individuals 
are enrolled in college. Robert Daly/Caia Image/Glow Images 


having a coherent sense of identity leads one to think of 
oneself as an adult or, instead, whether seeing oneself as 
an adult leads one to have a more coherent sense of iden- 
tity. But it does seem that becoming an adult, at least in 
industrialized society, is as much a psychological transi- 
tion as it is one defined by entering the formal roles of 
adulthood, such as beginning a career or setting up one's 
own household. 


Studying Identity 
Development Over Time 


In order to examine the development of a sense of iden- 
tity, researchers have done both cross-sectional studies 
(comparing individuals of different ages) and longitudi- 
nal studies (following the same individuals over a period 
of time) (e.g., Bogaerts et al. 2019). Many of these studies 
have challenged some widely held beliefs about the nature 
of identity development in adolescence (Meeus, 2011). 

First, studies show that a coherent sense of identity 
generally is not established before age 18, let alone earlier 
in adolescence, as originally theorized (Cóté, 2009). This 
is especially true among boys, who tend to lag behind 
girls in identity development in early and middle adoles- 
cence but catch up by late adolescence (as is the case 
with emotional maturity more generally) (Klimstra et al., 
2010). There is clearly a decline with age in the propor- 
tion of individuals who are in a state of moratorium or 
diffusion (Klimstra et al., 2010; Meeus et al., 2010). But 
the proportion of individuals who are in a state of identity 
achievement before late adolescence is low. 

In general, when comparisons are made among groups 
of individuals of different ages over the span from 12 to 24, 


differences in identity status are most frequently observed 
between groups in the 18- to 21-year-old range. Few con- 
sistent differences emerge in comparisons of teenagers in 
the middle adolescent years. Although self-examination 
may take place throughout adolescence, the consolida- 
tion of a coherent sense of identity does not begin until 
very late in the period (Cóté, 2009). The late teens and 
early 20s appear to be the critical times for a sense of 
identity to crystallize (Nurmi, 2004; Schwartz, Cóté, & 
Arnett, 2005). Although individuals engage in more of 
this sophisticated self-reflection as they mature through 
adolescence, attempts to speed up this process, by train- 
ing individuals to think more about how specific life 
events had played a role in their development, are not 
effective (Habermas & de Silveira, 2008). 

Second, changes in identity status are less systematic 
than originally had been hypothesized. Although we 
might expect that individuals move from a state of diffu- 
sion to a state of foreclosure or moratorium and then 
either remain foreclosed or move to a state of identity 
achievement, not all individuals follow this pattern. In 
one study of Dutch youth, nearly 60% of the individuals 
classified as in a state of identity diffusion were no longer 
classified that way 4 years later, and nearly 75% of individ- 
uals who were in the midst of a moratorium at the begin- 
ning of the study were no longer in this category at the 
later assessment (Meeus, Iedema, & Vollebergh, 1999). 
But two-thirds of individuals who looked like they had 
foreclosed the identity development process were in the 
midst of an identity crisis 4 years later, suggesting that, 
for them, foreclosure may be a temporary stage rather 
than a permanent one. 

Other studies have come to similar conclusions (Côté, 
2009). Moreover, in these same studies, a large propor- 
tion of individuals who were at one point classified as 
“identity achieved” moved into a different state over the 
course of the study, indicating that “achievement,” like 
“foreclosure,” may be temporary (Meeus et al., 2010). In 
the Dutch study, for example, half of the adolescents who 
were classified as identity achieved at the first assessment 
were not classified this way 4 years later. 

How could some individuals who at one point had 
apparently resolved their identity crisis actually not have 
resolved it—at least, not in any final sense? According to 
some writers, these sorts of regressions to a less mature 
identity status are part of the normal process of identity 
development (Kroger, 2003). The achievement of a sense 
of identity in adolescence is not a final state but a step on 
a long route toward the establishment of a mature sense 
of self. 

Finally, many individuals who show signs of identity 
diffusion early on remain in this state, as do many individ- 
uals who spend time in a state of moratorium. In other 
words, there are some individuals who are perpetually 
confused (at least during adolescence and young adult- 
hood) about who they are, and others who seem to be 
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always exploring and experimenting with new identities 
(Meeus et al., 2010). Experiencing a moratorium in ado- 
lescence is beneficial; continuing to have one in young 
adulthood may not be (Hatano, Sugimura, & Crocetti, 
2016). Individuals who are high in anxiety or prone to 
ruminate have an especially difficult time (Beyers & 
Luyckx, 2016; Crocetti et al., 2009). 

Turning points in the development of a sense of iden- 
tity appear to be provoked both by internal factors— 
discontent with one's life, for example—and by specific 
life events or changes in life circumstances, such as mak- 
ing the transition out of high school (Kalakoski & Nurmi, 
1998; Kroger & Green, 1996). Individuals are able to 
make meaning out of these turning points, using the event 
to come to a better understanding ofthemselves (McLean, 
Breen, & Fournier, 2010; Tavernier & Willoughby, 2012). 
When adults look back on their life and attempt to tell a 
story that makes sense, they tend to put more weight on 
events that took place during adolescence and young 
adulthood, a phenomenon that has been described as a 
making the scientific 


"reminiscence bump" (Thorne, 2000). 
connection D 


Adults tend to refer back to adolescence more than other 
periods when creating a narrative about their life. Do you 
think this is because events during adolescence are more 
important in shaping one’s life, because events during 
adolescence are simply remembered more clearly, 
because adolescence is the first time that individuals 
begin creating a life story, or for some other reason? 


Because college provides a psychosocial moratorium 
for many people, researchers have asked whether college 
attendance facilitates identity development (Cóté, 2009). 
This has proven to be a difficult question to answer. While 
studies have found that the proportion of college students 
who are classified as identity achieved increases from 
around 20% during freshman year to as many as 40% by 
senior year, whether this development can be attributed 
to the college experience is hard to say, since this increase 
might have taken place just as a result of maturation 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Although in theory one 
could test this by comparing identity development among 
college students with late adolescents who are not 
enrolled in college, in practice this is not easy to do. One 
problem (in addition to the difficulty researchers find in 
recruiting samples of noncollege individuals to partici- 
pate in research studies) is that people are not randomly 
assigned to go to college or not. Thus, even if one were to 
find that college students showed relatively greater iden- 
tity development than nonstudents, this could be due to 
factors that differentiate people who go to college from 
those who do not. 
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ethnic identity 

The aspect of individuals’ sense 
of identity concerning ancestry 
or racial group membership. 
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Identity and Ethnicity 


For individuals who are not part of the majority culture, 
integrating a sense of ethnic identity into their overall 
sense of personal identity is often an important task of 
late adolescence, perhaps just as important as establish- 
ing a coherent occupational, ideological, or interper- 
sonal identity (Chao & Otsuki-Clutter, 2011; Fuligni, 
Hughes, & Way, 2009; Seaton & Gilbert, 2011). An 
extensive literature has been amassed on the process 
through which ethnic identity develops and on the impli- 
cations of having a strong versus weak sense of ethnic 
identity for adolescent adjustment and behavior. Ethnic 
identity has been studied in samples of Black, Latinx, 
Native American, Asian, and White youth (Fuligni, 
Hughes, & Way, 2009; Markstrom, 2011a). Less research 
has been conducted on adolescents whose identity is 
closely linked to their religion, as is the case for many 
Muslim youth (Abo-Zena, 2019). 

In America, White youth generally have a weaker 
sense of ethnic identity than their nonwhite peers, but 
many White adolescents, especially those from more 
working-class backgrounds, identify strongly with a par- 
ticular ethnic group (such as Irish, Italian, or Jewish) 
and derive part of their overall sense of self from this 
identification (Grossman & Charmaraman, 2009). Nev- 
ertheless, if given a list of labels to identify their own 
ethnic background, White adolescents in America are 
less likely than ethnic minority adolescents to choose 
labels based on their specific heritage (e.g., “German,” 
“Russian,” “Greek” ) and more likely to use generic labels 
(e.g., “White”) or simply to identify themselves as “Amer- 
ican” (Fuligni, Witkow, & Garcia, 2005). In the United 
States, White adolescents are less likely than Black, 
Latinx, or Asian adolescents to explore their ethnic 
identity or feel a strong commitment to it (Hughes, Del 
Toro, & Way, 2017). 

Among immigrant adolescents, there is considerable 
vacillation between identifying oneself as a member of a 
broad ethnic category (e.g., Latinx, Asian) and identifying 
oneself as a member of a group defined by one’s country of 
origin (e.g., Mexican, Chinese) (Fuligni et al., 2008; Kiang 
& Witkow, 2018), as well as variability in definitions of 
how best to maintain an identity that merges being a 
member of one’s ethnic group and being a member of the 
country into which the family has immigrated (Ko & 
Perreira, 2010; Li, 2009; Nguyen & Brown, 2010; Qin, 
2009). One study of Asian American adolescents found 
that having a strong ethnic identity was predictive of a 
strong preference for same-ethnic romantic partners, but 
encountering a high level of discrimination had the oppo- 
site effect, perhaps because dat- 
ing someone from a different 
ethnic group helps to protect 
against further discrimination 
(Chan, Kiang, & Witkow, 2020). 


Having a strong sense of ethnic pride is associated with a wide 
range of psychological benefits. Roberto Galan/Shutterstock 


The Development of Ethnic Identity 


The process of ethnic identity development is similar to 
the process of identity development more generally, with 
an unquestioning view of oneself often being displaced 
or upset by a crisis (Hughes, Del Toro, & Way, 2017; 
Yip, 2014). Often, but not always, the precipitating event 
involves an experience during which the individual 
encounters prejudice, becomes aware of his or her group’s 
underrepresentation in some activity or setting, or sud- 
denly feels different from adolescents from other back- 
grounds (Syed & Azmitia, 2008). 

Following the crisis, individuals engage in a period of 
exploration, during which they may immerse themselves 
in learning about their ethnic heritage. (Increasingly, a 
good deal of this exploration occurs online, as is the case 
for identity exploration more generally; Davis, 2013). 
This process of exploration leads to increases in self- 
esteem (Corenblum, 2014; Umafia-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen, 
& Guimond, 2009), although exploration very early in 
adolescence can also lead to distress, perhaps because at 
an early age it is harder to make sense of everything one 
discovers (Gonzales-Backen, Bamaca-Colbert, & Allen, 
2016). Eventually, as the value of having a strong ethnic 
identity becomes clear, the individual establishes a more 
coherent sense of personal identity that includes this 
ethnic identity (Seaton, Yip, & Sellers, 2009; Whitehead 
et al., 2009). 

Adolescents’ feelings about their own ethnic group 
become more positive during both early and middle ado- 
lescence (when ethnic identity first becomes salient and 
individuals become immersed in their own culture), 
although actual identity exploration does not really begin 
until middle adolescence (French et al., 2006). Between 
middle and late adolescence, exploration declines, as 


individuals begin to develop a more consolidated identity 
(Pahl & Way, 2006). Adolescents with a strong sense of 
ethnic identity have better mental health than those 
whose sense of ethnic identity is more diffuse (Gartner, 
Kiang, & Supple, 2014; Seaton, Scottham, & Sellers, 
2006; Yip, Seaton, & Sellers, 2010). One reason for this is 
that a strong ethnic identity helps to foster a sense of 
meaning in life, which has been shown to be related to 
overall adjustment (Kiang & Fuligni, 2010). 

Having a strong ethnic identity and a strong sense of 
ethnic pride is consistently associated with higher self- 
esteem, stronger self-efficacy, and better mental health 
(Cross et al., 2018); it is also associated with academic 
achievement (Miller-Cotto & Byrnes, 2016), and interven- 
tions designed to foster ethnic identity exploration and 
resolution have been shown to increase mental health and 
academic performance (Umana-Iaylor, Kornienko, Bayless, 
& Updegraff, 2018). Keep in mind that the relation between 
having a strong sense of identity and mental health works 
both ways; positive identity development leads to better 
mental health, and better mental health leads to more posi- 
tive identity development (Meca et al., 2019). 

The development of ethnic identity is profoundly 
affected by the context in which adolescents live (Tsai & 
Fuligni, 2012; Williams, Tolan, Durkee, Francois, & 
Anderson, 2012). For instance, patterns of ethnic identity 
development are affected by the ethnic composition of 
the adolescent’s school, the adolescent’s immediate peer 
group, and the extent to which the adolescent has contact 
with other teenagers from the same or different back- 
grounds (Douglass, Yip, & Shelton, 2014; Kiang et al., 
2010; Nishina et al., 2010; Yip, Seaton, & Sellers, 2010). 

Frequent contact with peers from the same ethnic 
group leads adolescents to develop stronger positive feel- 
ings about their ethnicity (Chen & Graham, 2017; Yip, 
Douglass, & Shelton, 2013), although this benefit is more 
likely to occur among adolescents who attend schools 
where they are part of a small ethnic minority (Douglass, 
Mirpuri, & Yip, 2017). But having positive attitudes about 
one’s own ethnic group also is correlated with having pos- 
itive attitudes about adolescents from other ethnic groups, 
suggesting that ethnic socialization may enhance, rather 
than upset, interracial relations (Phinney, Ferguson, & 
Tate, 1997). In fact, many adolescents with a strong eth- 
nic identity are members of peer crowds for which ethnic- 
ity is not a defining feature (Brown et al., 2008). 

The mental health of ethnic minority youth is also 
affected by their orientation to the mainstream culture. In 
general, positive mental health among ethnic minority 
adolescents is associated with biculturalism—having a 
strong, positive ethnic identity and a healthy awareness 
of the potential for discrimination, while maintaining 
involvement in the mainstream culture—a finding that has 
emerged in studies across a wide range of ethnic groups 
(Choi et al., 2018; Spiegler, Wólfer, & Hewstone, 2019; 
Umana-Taylor et al., 2014). 
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This can be difficult for ado- 
lescents who live in neighbor- 
hoods and, as a consequence, 
attend schools in which there 
is a very high concentration of 
people from the same ethnic 
group. This situation fosters 
ethnic pride but undermines 
the development of an orientation toward the mainstream 
culture (White et al., 2017). Among ethnic minority 
youth, academic achievement is highest when adoles- 
cents feel connected to their ethnic group, are aware of 
racism, and believe that it is important to the people in 
their life to be academically successful within mainstream 
society (McGill et al, 2012). Being aware of potential 
racism and mistrusting others are not the same thing, 
however; awareness of racism is associated with positive 
outcomes, but mistrust is associated with negative ones 
(Kiang, Supple, & Stein, 2019). 


ethnic socialization 

The process through which 
individuals develop an 
understanding of their ethnic 
or racial background, also 
referred to as racial 
socialization. 


Ethnic Socialization Moving through the early stages 
of ethnic identity development may be speeded up some- 
what when parents take a more deliberate approach to 
the socialization of an ethnic identity (Hernandez et al., 
2014; McHale et al., 2006; Umafna-Taylor et al., 2009). 
Ethnic socialization (sometimes referred to as “racial 
socialization”) is the process parents use to attempt to 
teach their children about their ethnic or racial identity 
and about the special experiences they may encounter 
within the broader society as a result of their ethnic back- 
ground (Evans et al., 2012). This may be especially 
important for the development of ethnic identity of ado- 
lescents living in neighborhoods in which there are rela- 
tively few people from their ethnic background (White 
et al., 2018). 

Ethnic socialization in minority families typically 
focuses on at least three themes: understanding and valu- 
ing one’s culture, dealing with racism, and succeeding in 
mainstream society (Moua & Lamborn, 2010; Varner & 
Mandara, 2013). These themes are especially salient in 
families of undocumented immigrants (Cross et al., 
2020). As one mother of three teenagers explained: 


I do tell them sometimes that it's not good to talk about what 
you think much in school, as far as the origin of countries. 
Like here, you see that racism is very high. I tell them, “When 
you hear that someone talks bad about Mexicans, it's not 
good to get involved in politics.” Right now, you see with the 
president . . . you see that it's talked about a lot. And they 
said that they were asked a lot of questions. And I told them 
"Say that no, that it's all right. No problem." We cannot get 
involved . . . There are things we can talk about here, at home, 
and there is no problem. (Cross et al., 2020, p. 1466) 


Ethnic socialization by parents encourages adolescents 
to think positively about their ethnic heritage, which may 
lead to a stronger sense of ethnic identity (Butler-Barnes 
et al., 2018; Douglass & Umafia-Taylor, 2015, 2016; Knite 
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immigrant paradox 
The fact that on many 
measures of psychological 


States for several generations. 


unctioning and mental health, 
adolescents who have 
immigrated more recently to 
he United States score higher 
on measures of adjustment 
han adolescents from the 
same ethnic group whose 
amily has lived in the United 
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et al., 2017). Although little 
research exists on the impact 
of racial socialization on out- 
comes other than identity devel- 
opment, experts believe that 
conversations between parents 
and teenagers about race should 
also deal with the ways in which 
race may affect the developing 
adolescent's autonomy, inti- 
macy, sexuality, achievement, 
risk taking, and ability to cope 
with different types of stress (Anderson et al., 2019; 
McDermott, Umafna-Taylor, & Martinez-Fuentes, 2018; 
Stein et al., 2018). Ethnic socialization also occurs indi- 
rectly, for example, when parents stress the importance of 
family obligations (Kiang & Fuligni, 2009; Umafa-Taylor 
et al., 2009; Tsai et al., 2015). 

The messages that parents convey also matter, how- 
ever. When parents and other caregivers describe their 
own experiences of discrimination, this adversely affects 
their adolescents’ mental health (Espinoza, Gonzales, & 
Fuligni, 2016; Ford et al., 2013). Occasional communica- 
tion of highly positive messages in the context of a good 
parent-adolescent relationship may be the most effective 
approach for parents to take, and it is important that 
parents adjust their conversations to match the specific 
developmental needs of their children as they mature 
(Stein et al., 2018; Tang, McLoyd, & Hallman, 2016). 
Messages from peers about prejudice also can be import- 
ant for the development of ethnic identity and can amplify 
the messages communicated at home (Nelson et al., 2018; 
Wang & Benner, 2016). 

Recent events in the United States, in which alterca- 
tions between law enforcement officers and Black ado- 
lescents have had tragic consequences, have motivated 
many parents to speak candidly with their teens about 
how to react in the face of bias and emotional arousal in 
tense situations (Dunbar et al., 2017). In one study in 
which parents and teenagers living in St. Louis were 
interviewed following the 2014 shooting of Michael 
Brown in the nearby city of Ferguson, the respondents 
identified four specific themes in these conversations: 
making sure their teenagers understood the extent of rac- 
ism in America, describing the special dangers faced by 
Black boys, condemning the violent protests that fol- 
lowed the widely publicized shooting, and encouraging 
their teenagers to fight discrimination by succeeding in 
school (Threlfall, 2018). 


Recent Immigrants Several researchers have focused 
on the special situation of ethnic minority youth who are 
recent immigrants to a new culture (e.g., Fuligni, Hughes, 
& Way, 2009; Gonzales, 2011). Despite the fact that 
adolescents who are recent immigrants frequently report 
high levels of academic, familial, social, and economic 


stress (Cervantes & Cordova, 2011), foreign-born ethnic 
minority adolescents tend to express more positive feel- 
ings about mainstream American ideals than do their 
counterparts whose families have been in the United 
States longer. In addition, in the United States, foreign- 
born and first-generation ethnic minority youth (i.e., ado- 
lescents whose parents were born in a different country) 
perform better in school and are less likely to be involved 
in delinquent behavior or have physical, emotional, and 
behavioral problems than adolescents from the same 
ethnic group whose parents were born in America (Filion, 
Fenelon, & Boudreaux, 2018; Guarini et al., 2015; Hao 
& Woo, 2012), a phenomenon that is known as the 
immigrant paradox (Marks, Ejesi, & Garcia Coll, 2014). 
(The immigrant paradox is not always seen in countries 
outside the United States, however [Svensson & Shannon, 
2020; Vaquera & Kao, 2012].) 

One explanation for this is that ethnic minority 
immigrants arrive in the United States idealistic about 
their prospects, but the longer their family lives in the 
new context, the more likely they are to become both 
Americanized and disillusioned (Mroczkowski, Sánchez, 
& Carter, 2017; Tartakovsky, 2009). Studies of Mexican 
American youth have found that over the course of ado- 
lescence, there is a decline in teenagers' orientation to 
traditional Mexican family values, which is associated 
with increases in risky behavior and substance use (Cruz 
et al., 2017; Updegraff et al., 2012). Another explanation 
for the higher achievement and better mental health of 
immigrant adolescents is that newly arrived immigrant 
parents provide more effective supervision of their chil- 
dren (Chao & Otsuki-Clutter, 2011; Marsiglia et al., 2014; 
Schwartz et al., 2013). 


Reports of altercations between police officers and Black 
teenagers have motivated many parents to speak candidly 
to their children about bias and discrimination in society. 
Sean Rayford/Getty Images 


Discrimination and Its Effects 


Because identity development is profoundly influenced 
by the social context in which adolescents live, the devel- 
opment of minority adolescents must be understood in 
relation to the specific context that they face in con- 
temporary society (Byrd & Chavous, 2011; Rivas-Drake 
et al., 2009). All too often, this context includes racial 
stereotypes, discrimination, and mixed messages about 
the costs and benefits of identifying too closely with 
the majority culture. Experiences with discrimination 
increase markedly during the transition from childhood 
to adolescence (Hughes et al., 2016) and again during the 
transition into high school, as the salience of peer crowds 
increases (Wang & Yip, 2020). Studies find that around 
90% of Latinx and Black teenagers report having been the 
victim of discrimination (Umana-Taylor, 2016). 

The adverse effects of discrimination are especially 
intense among American ethnic minority youth with a 
strong attachment to the mainstream culture (Derlan et al., 
2014) and for those whose parents were born in the United 
States (Sirin et al., 2015). Immigrant adolescents who 
speak with an accent are stereotyped as "perpetual foreign- 
ers," which can lead to discrimination and victimization 
(Kim et al., 2011; Bayram Ozdemir & Stattin, 2014). One 
study of American adolescents of Iranian descent revealed 
that many of these teenagers identified themselves as Persian, 
rather than Iranian, because of the negative portrayals of 
Iranian individuals in the media (Daha, 2011). Similarly, it 
is impossible to fully understand the process of ethnic 
identity development among Native American adolescents 
without taking into account the particular history of Native 
Americans in the United States (Markstrom, 2011a). 

It is well established that individuals—from any group— 
who report experiencing high levels of discrimination 
suffer psychologically as a result (Benner et al., 2018). 
The experience of feeling discriminated against adversely 
affects adolescents’ mental health regardless of what they 
attribute the discrimination to (e.g., ethnicity, gender, 
physical appearance, etc.) (Seaton et al., 2010). One 
study of Black youth found that the combination of expe- 
riencing discrimination and growing up in a less support- 
ive family environment actually affected adolescents’ 
DNA and inflammatory responses in a way that is associ- 
ated with faster aging (Brody et al., 2016, 2015). 

Many studies of Asian, Black, and Latinx youth have 
found that feeling discriminated against in school, 
whether by teachers or peers, is predictive of subsequent 
conduct problems (I. Park et al., 2017), substance abuse 
(Martin et al., 2019; Zapolski et al., 2020), depression 
(Bennett et al., 2020), poor sleep (Majeno et al., 2018; 
Yip et al., 2020), and lower achievement (Banerjee, Byrd, 
& Rowley, 2018). Discrimination by adults outside 
school does not seem to have as negative impact as 
discrimination by peers, consistent with other research 
suggesting that the impact of discrimination by people the 
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adolescent regularly interacts 
with is particularly toxic (Del 
Toro, Hughes, & Way, 2020). 
The adverse consequences of 
peer discrimination are less 
severe among adolescents who 
have some cross-ethnic friend- 
ships (Benner & Wang, 2017) 
and a strong sense of ethnic 
identity (A. Cavanaugh et al., 
2018; Stein et al., 2016), though. 

There are many reasons that 
feeling discriminated against may be harmful to one’s 
mental health, but one important process concerns the 
effect of discrimination on adolescents’ feelings of con- 
trol: Adolescents who feel discriminated against in school 
report feeling less control over their academic achieve- 
ment, which leads to feelings of depression (Smith- 
Bynum et al., 2014). Another possibility is that the 
experience of discrimination leads to depression and 
alienation, which, in turn, leads adolescents to affiliate 
with deviant peers, increasing the likelihood that they will 
engage in risky and antisocial behavior (Roberts et al., 
2012). Individuals vary both in the extent to which they 
feel discriminated against and in the extent to which they 
are adversely affected by it (Martin-Storey & Benner, 
2019), but having a strong ethnic identity is an especially 
important protective factor (Umana-Taylor et al., 2015), 
as is having social support from parents, teachers, and 
friends (Wright & Wachs, 2019). 

Although the general pattern of findings described in 
the previous two paragraphs generally holds true for both 
male and female adolescents, there are differences in the 
ways that discrimination is expressed toward adolescent 
boys and girls, especially among Black teenagers (Seaton 
& Tyson, 2019). As many writers have noted, and as 
recent events in which Black males have been shot by 
police officers have made all too clear, Black boys are 
treated with suspicion far more frequently than Black 
girls. However, Black girls face interpersonal prejudices 
that their male peers seldom do, but these forms of dis- 
crimination are far less visible. For example, their hair is 
often closely scrutinized and touched inappropriately by 
White peers and adults, and they are seen as less desirable 
romantic partners by White boys than Black boys are by 
White girls. As one 16-year-old Black girl noted in a study 
in which Black high school students were interviewed, “If 
I see a biracial couple it's a Black boy and a White girl. I 
don't usually see a Black girl and a White boy" (Seaton & 
Tyson, 2019, p. 66). In this study, several Black girls indi- 
cated that White boys view Black girls as objects, fine to 
have sex with but not appropriate to date. 


multidimensional model of 


racial identity 


phenomena: racial centrality 
(how important race is in 
defining individuals’ identity), 


eel about being a member of 
heir race), and public regard 
(how individuals think others 

eel about their race). 


Putting It All Together The multidimensional model 
of racial identity has been used to help make sense out of 
a complex web of findings (Seaton et al., 2014; Sellers 
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et al., 2006). According to this 
model, we need to take into 
account three different aspects 
of racial identity: racial central- 
ity (how important race is in 
defining individuals’ identity), private regard (how indi- 
viduals feel about being a member of their race), and pub- 
lic regard (how individuals think others view their race). 

Generally speaking, during adolescence racial central- 
ity increases and private regard tends to remain stable, 
although private regard may drop temporarily during the 
transition into high school (Wang & Yip, 2020). Changes 
in public regard differ among adolescents from different 
backgrounds, however (Rivas-Drake & Witherspoon, 
2013; Rogers, Scott, & Way, 2015). In one study of New 
York City middle school students, perceptions of public 
regard increased over time among Chinese American 
adolescents but declined among Black, Puerto Rican, and 
Dominican youth (Hughes, Way, & Rivas-Drake, 2011). 
One possible explanation for this is that Black and Latinx 
students report that their teachers have more negative 
attitudes toward them than toward Asian youth, whose 
teachers generally see them in a more favorable light. 

Adolescents who have experienced discrimination 
firsthand are more likely to believe that the public has low 
regard for their ethnic group (Seaton, Yip, & Sellers, 
2009). Having a strong ethnic identity appears to protect 
against this when the discrimination comes from adults, 
but when the discrimination comes from peers, whose 
Opinions about race and ethnicity are especially salient 
during adolescence (Santos, Kornienko, & Rivas-Drake, 
2017), even those with a strong ethnic identity come to 
believe that their ethnic group is viewed negatively 
(Douglass & Umania-Taylor, 2017). However, individuals 
who believe that the public has low regard for their ethnic 
group are more sensitive to racial cues, which, in turn, 
may heighten their experience of discrimination. This is 
not to say that individuals with heightened sensitivity to 
discrimination are simply imagining it; rather, individuals 
with heightened sensitivity may be better at perceiving 
more subtle signs of racial bias. Regardless, believing that 
the public has low regard for one’s race exacerbates the 
negative impact of discrimination on adolescents’ mental 
health (Seaton & Iida, 2019). 

How all of this works together to affect adolescents’ 
mental health is complex. Having positive feelings about 
one’s race is positively linked to psychological well- 
being and protects against the harmful effects of stress 
and discrimination (Jaramillo, Mello, & Worrell, 2016; 
Kogan, Yu et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2014). The combi- 
nation of pride and working hard to prove discrimina- 
tory people wrong is the most effective way of coping 
with discrimination and is far more beneficial to mental 
health than either being passive or confrontational 
(McDermott, Umana-Taylor, & Zeiders, 2019). Consistent 
with this, adolescents whose parents have emphasized 


the positive aspects of ethnic socialization (e.g., being 
proud of one’s ethnic group) and who have more positive 
family relationships fare better in the face of discrimina- 
tion than those whose parents have emphasized the neg- 
ative (e.g., the need to be wary about potential racism) 
(Berkel et al., 2009; Delgado et al., 2011; Juang & 
Alvarez, 2010). Having a strong ethnic identity is also 
protective against the harmful effects of online discrimi- 
nation (Tynes et al., 2012). 

However, the impact of having race as a central part 
of one’s identity (which is not the same thing as having 
high private regard for one’s ethnic group) is compli- 
cated: It makes adolescents more sensitive to discrimina- 
tion (which hurts their mental health), but it may also 
make them more able to cope with it (which helps) 
(Brown et al., 2011; Gonzalez-Backen et al., 2018; Meca 
et al., 2020). Believing that the public has high regard for 
one’s ethnic group lifts adolescents’ school performance, 
but believing that the public has a positive view of 
one’s race also intensifies the effects of discrimination— 
perhaps because people feel especially wounded when 
they don’t expect to encounter it (Hughes, Way, & Rivas- 
Drake, 2011). 

There appear to be differences in the effects of per- 
ceived discrimination by people in the adolescent’s daily 
life, such as teachers and peers, and having an awareness 
of discrimination by society’s institutions. Whereas the 
former is associated with negative effects on mental 
health, the latter may motivate adolescents to work harder 
in school, which leads to better grades as well as greater 
education attainment and occupational prestige in adult- 
hood (Wheeler, Arora, & Delgado, 2020). As adolescents 
mature, they become more aware of institutional racism 
and more likely attribute racial gaps in achievement to it, 
especially when their parents have discussed it as a part 
of their racial socialization (Bañales et al., 2020). Of 
course, it’s important that a// parents discuss issues of 
institutional racism with their children, regardless of their 
ethnicity (Thomann & Suyemoto, 2017). 


Multiethnic Adolescents 


One understudied group of adolescents for whom develop- 
ing a sense of ethnic identity may be especially challenging 
consists of multiethnic youth—adolescents whose parents 
are not from the same ethnic or racial group. (The terms 
multiethnic and multiracial are often used interchangeably, 
which can lead to different estimates of the size of this 
population. Because Latinx individuals can be from any 
racial group, researchers do not always agree on whether 
to classify children born to couples in which one parent is 
White and non-Latinx and the other is White and Latinx as 
multiracial, although they clearly are multiethnic). Under- 
standing psychological development among multiethnic 
adolescents has taken on increased importance as their 
numbers have grown; in the United States, multiethnic 
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Note: Multiracial or multiethnic babies are those who 
have parents of different races, one Latinx and one 
non-Latinx parent, or at least one parent who is 
multiracial. Whites, blacks and Asians include only 
non-Latinxs. Latinxs are of any race. Asians include 
Pacific Islanders. 

Figure 8.6 In 2015, 14% of all infants born in the 

United States, who will soon enter adolescence, 


had parents whose ethnicities were different. 
(Livingston, 2017) 


individuals are the fastest growing demographic (Nishina 
& Witkow, 2020). In 2015, 1476 of all infants born in the 
United States, who will soon enter adolescence, had par- 
ents whose ethnic or racial backgrounds were different 
(Livingston, 2017) (see Figure 8.6). 

Developing a consistent ethnic identity is challenging 
for biracial adolescents, especially during early adoles- 
cence (Nishina & Witkow, 2020; Rozek & Gaither, 2020). 
Many biracial adolescents change their racial identity 
over time, switching during adolescence or young adult- 
hood from being biracial to being *monoracial" (identify- 
ing oneself with just one ethnic group); in one study of 
Black, White, and biracial Black/White adolescents, nearly 
three-quarters of the biracial group changed their 
self-identification over a 4-year period, which may reflect 
the ways in which the cultural desirability of being seen as 
a member of one ethnic group or another fluctuates over 
time (Terry & Winston, 2010). Multiethnic teenagers are 
also more likely to have an ethnic identity that doesn't 
match their classmates' perception of their ethnicity, 
which is associated with distress and lower self-esteem 
(Nishina et al., 2018). 


Identity and Gender 


Identity and gender are linked in several different ways. 
Gender identity refers to one's sense of oneself as male, 
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female, or transgender, which 
refers to individuals whose 
gender identity does not match 
the sex they were designated at 
birth, usually based on their 
external sex organs. Sexual 
orientation refers to the extent 
to which someone is romantically 
and sexually attracted to mem- 
bers of the same sex (homosex- 
ual, which includes gay men 
and lesbians) members of 
the other sex (heterosexual, or 
"straight"), or both (i.e., bisexual). Gender-role behavior 
refers to the extent to which an individual behaves in tra- 
ditionally *masculine" or "feminine" ways. 


gender identity 


female, or transgender. 


sexual orientation 
Whether one is sexually 


same sex, other sex, or both. 


gender-role behavior 
The extent to which an 
individual behaves in 
traditionally “masculine” or 
"feminine" ways. 


Understanding the Terminology A great deal of 
confusion stems from the fact that these three concepts 
refer to completely different things. For example, there 
is not a strong connection between sexual orientation 
and sex-role behavior or gender identity. Individuals with 
strong, or even exclusive, same-sex attractions exhibit the 
same range of masculine and feminine behaviors that is 
seen among individuals with strong or exclusive hetero- 
sexual interests. In other words, exclusively gay men (like 
exclusively heterosexual men) may act in very masculine, 
very feminine, or both masculine and feminine ways. The 
same holds true for exclusively lesbian and exclusively 
heterosexual women, as well as bisexual men and women. 
Along similar lines, individuals with same-sex or bisexual 
preferences are generally not confused about their gender 
identity—or, at least, they are no more confused than are 
individuals with heterosexual preferences. 

The complicated relationship between sexual orienta- 
tion and gender identity is vividly illustrated in a study of 
a national sample of LGBTQ adolescents (i.e., catego- 
rized based on their sexual orientation), males and females 
who vary in their gender identity (either a gender identity 
that matches the sex they were assigned at birth, referred 
to as "cisgender"; a gender identity that is discordant 
from the sex they were assigned at birth, referred to as 
“transgender”; or neither ([nonbinary]) reported consid- 
erable variability in sexual orientation (Watson, Wheldon, 
& Puhl, 2020) (see Figure 8.7). For example, among 
transgender boys (i.e., individuals who were assigned a 
female gender at girth but who identify as male, shown in 
the third set of columns from the left), 17.7% describe 
their sexual orientation as gay or lesbian, 27.6% as bisex- 
ual (i.e., sexually attracted both to individuals who iden- 
tity as male and to those who identity as female), 11.2% as 
heterosexual, and 24.376 as pansexual (i.e., being attracted 
to the people of all genders, including those who describe 
themselves as *nonbinary" or "fluid"). 

Several writers have described the process through 
which gay, lesbian, and bisexual individuals discover, 
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(Watson, Wheldon, & Puhl, 2020) 


come to terms with, and dis- 


transgender close their sexual orientation 
Having a gender identity that (Mills-Koonce, Rehder, & 
aitor ram ihe Sotone was McCurdy, 2018). Although the 
assigned at birth. a à 
traditional model of this 


progression—feeling different 
as a child, engaging in gender-atypical behavior, being 
attracted to members of the same sex and uninterested in 
those of the other sex, realizing one's sexual attraction to 
others of the same sex, and consciously questioning one's 
sexual orientation—describes the experience of many 
sexual-minority adolescents, it by no means is universal. 
Indeed, some writers have suggested that this may be 
more applicable to the development of White gay men 
than to lesbians, bisexual adolescents, or ethnic minority 
gay men (Diamond, 1998; Dubé & Savin-Williams, 1999). 
For example, there is evidence that females' sexual orien- 
tation may be more fluid than males’, with many more 
bisexual or lesbian adolescents changing sexual orientation 
during young adulthood than heterosexual individuals or 
gay men (Diamond, 2008; Saewyc, 2011; Savin-Williams, 
Joyner, & Rieger, 2012). 

Societys prejudice and ignorance about the gay 
community cause significant psychological distress for 
sexual-minority adolescents, especially if they encounter 
hostility from those around them, including their parents 
(Mills-Koonce et al., 2018; Robinson, 2018; Saewyc, 
2011). Resolving concerns about identity, intimacy, 
and sexuality present formidable challenges for many 


Transfeminine 


Transgender Transmasculine 
Girl Non-Binary Boy  Non-Binary Girl 
I Heterosexual B Pansexual 
lll Questioning B Write-in 


Individuals from different gender identity groups vary considerably in their sexual orientation. 


teenagers. But these challenges may be exacerbated for 
sexual-minority adolescents, who are forced to deal with 
these issues without the same degree of social support as 
their heterosexual peers (Mills-Koonce et al., 2018). 

Gay, lesbian, and bisexual adolescents who believe 
that their sexual orientation is a burden to people in their 
lives are at greater risk for depression and suicidal 
thoughts (Baams, Grossman, & Russell, 2015). There is 
some evidence that using social networking sites to com- 
municate about one’s sexual orientation may be helpful 
to sexual-minority youth (Ceglarek & Ward, 2016). 


Transgender Adolescents Although adolescents who 
describe themselves as transgender are often grouped for 
purposes of discussion with lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
youth, transgender individuals report the same variety of 
sexual orientations as do other individuals. Information 
on the size of the transgender population, either in 
adolescence or adulthood, is scant. According to some 
estimates, about | in 100,000 American adults is a trans- 
sexual woman (an individual who identifies herself as a 
woman but who was labeled male at birth) and 1 in 
400,000 is a transsexual man (someone who identifies 
himself as a man but who was labeled female at birth) 
(IOM and NRC, 2011b). 

There has not been a great deal of research to date 
on the psychological development and mental health of 
transgender adolescents, but the few studies that have 
been done find substantially higher rates of depression and 


anxiety in this group of adolescents (Reisner et al., 2016; 
Reisner et al., 2015). This is not surprising, given that trans- 
gender youth are more likely to be truant, to be victimized 
and bullied in school, and to describe their school climate 
in negative terms (Day, Perez-Brumer, & Russell, 2018). 
Assaults against transgender youth are higher in schools 
that have implemented restrictive policies regarding 
restrooms and locker rooms (Murchison et al., 2019). 

One review concluded that transgender youth have 
higher rates of depression, suicidality, self-harm, and 
eating disorders than other teenagers (Connolly et al., 
2016). Consistent with this, a recent large-scale study of 
California adolescents found that one-third of transgender 
teenagers reported suicidal ideation, a rate that is twice 
as high as that of their peers (Perez-Brumer et al., 2017), 
although a smaller-scale project found that rates of 
depression and anxiety among transgender adolescents 
who had transitioned socially (i.e., were now presenting 
themselves to others as a member of the other gender) 
were not any higher than those reported by a matched 
control group (Durwood, McLaughlin, & Olson, 2017). 

Growing up in a conservative climate may exact an 
especially significant toll on transgender adolescents’ psy- 
chological health for many reasons. In addition to being 
victimized, many transgender youth face frequent stigma- 
tization and resistance. Consider these excerpts from 
interviews with transgender adolescents and young adults 
who lived in a rural Midwestern community (Paceley 
et al., 2020): 


I have to pass by at least three groups of protesters when I go 
see my primary physician . . .when I first went in for my 
hormone appointment just to get the consultation for it all, 

I almost left instantly because of the amount of protestors. 
That sucks. (p. 1869) 

People have no problem calling a dog whatever the fucking 
name the dog s name is but have so much resistance calling 
someone by their name. (p. 1870) 

[T]hat's all everybody would talk about . . . My teachers 
would talk about . .. Everyone was debating whether or not 
trans people were dangerous . . . just kind of like a weird, 
sexual being that shouldnt be allowed to be in public spaces 
with other people. (p. 1873) 

I hear people saying at school all the time that's just 
making jokes about something that they probably dont fully 
understand, turning it into a caricature . . . They ll be like, 
"So you identify as a toaster" and stuff like that. (p. 1874) 


Many experts believe that we should view gender iden- 
tity, sexual orientation, and gender-role behavior as fluid 
rather than fixed and as points along continua rather than 
absolute categories (Diamond, 2020; Savin-Williams & 
Vrangalova, 2013). A young man may go through a period 
during which he is sexually attracted to other men and 
wonder if he is gay, only to find at a later age that he is 
exclusively interested in women. Another may think of 
himself as “mostly heterosexual." An adolescent girl who 
expressed traditionally feminine interests as a child may 
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Researchers have only recently begun to study the psychological 
development of transgender youth. HEX/Getty Images 


discover that she actually enjoys a mix of activities that 
include some stereotypically masculine ones and some 
stereotypically feminine ones. Someone who spent her 
childhood and adolescence identified as male may realize 
that she is more comfortable identifying as a woman. 


Gender-Role Development 


Popular books proclaim that men and women are funda- 
mentally different; that men and women come from differ- 
ent “planets”; that males and females learn, speak, and 
navigate the world in different ways; and that adolescent 
boys and girls need to be schooled and raised in different 
ways. But the fact of the matter is that, apart from some 
obvious physical differences, adolescent males and females 
actually aren’t all that different (Perry & Pauletti, 2011; 
Priess & Hyde, 2011). I'm sorry to disappoint you (if I have), 
but scientific studies of the sexes simply do not support the 
claims of those who argue that males and females have 
brains that are wired differently, have different perspectives 
on morality, or learn in fundamentally dissimilar ways. 

Whether large sex differences in adolescent behavior 
had existed in the past but have disappeared (certainly a 
possibility, given the fact that men and women experi- 
enced different expectations and opportunities in past 
generations) or whether they were just assumed to be 
larger than they were isn’t known. But differences within 
groups of males or females are far more substantial than 
differences between them. Throughout this book, I’ve 
noted when studies have found meaningful sex differ- 
ences in the ways in which adolescents develop or func- 
tion. If I haven't mentioned them, it's either because they 
weren't reported or weren't observed. 

Apart from differences in physical strength, adolescent 
males and females do not differ in their abilities. Although 
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The idea that pressures to 
behave in sex-appropriate 
ways intensify during 
adolescence. 
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girls are more “people-oriented” 
and boys are more “things- 
oriented,” the magnitude of sex 
differences in interests and atti- 
tudes is smaller than most peo- 
ple think (Priess & Hyde, 2011). 
The most consistent sex differ- 
ences are seen in the ways adolescent boys and girls express 
aggression (males are generally more physically aggressive 
than females, who tend to use social or verbal aggression) 
and intimacy (females are more likely to express intimacy 
verbally, whereas males express it mainly through shared 
activities), and in the extent to which males and females are 
prone to low self-esteem and depression (females are more 
prone to both). There are few, if any, sex differences in pat- 
terns of family relationships, in performance on achieve- 
ment tests, or in the correlates of competence, popularity 
with peers, and healthy psychological development. 


Gender-Role Socialization 
During Adolescence 


Despite the fact that psychological differences between 
the sexes are trivial or nonexistent, many individuals con- 
tinue to hold strong beliefs about what is “normal” for 
males and for females, and psychologists have been inter- 
ested in the consequences of behaving or not behaving in 


ways that are stereotypically masculine or feminine 
(Leaper & Brown, 2018). Some studies have found that 
pressures to behave in sex-stereotypic ways appear to 
increase temporarily during early adolescence, something 
referred to as the gender intensification hypothesis 
(Galambos, Berenbaum, & McHale, 2009). 

Individuals’ beliefs about gender roles become more 
flexible as they move through adolescence, largely as a 
result of the cognitive changes of the period, but social 
pressures may drive teenagers toward more gender-stereo- 
typic behavior; indeed, the impact of environmental fac- 
tors on gender-role behavior is much stronger than the 
impact of the hormonal changes of puberty (Galambos, 
Berenbaum, & McHale, 2009). The broader social con- 
text matters, too: Although there are some exceptions to 
the rule, adolescents who grow up in countries with relati- 
vely more gender equality report higher life satisfaction 
than their peers from countries in which women have less 
power and resources than men, a finding that is equally 
true for male and female youth (Looze et al., 2018) (see 
Figure 8.8). In fact, gender equality is a stronger predictor 
of adolescent well-being than income equality. 

Adolescents tend to associate with peers who have 
similar attitudes about the importance of conforming to 
gender-role stereotypes, and there is pressure within some 
peer groups to act in ways that are consistent with gender- 
role expectations (Kornienko et al., 2016). Boys who 


Many studies have found an increase in sex-stereotypic behavior during adolescence. Image Source/Getty Images 
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Figure 8.8 Adolescents who live in countries characterized by high gender equity report greater life satisfaction 


than their peers in less egalitarian countries. (Looze et al., 2018) 


do not act masculine enough and girls who do not act 
feminine enough are more likely to be victimized than 
gender-typical teenagers and to report more mental health 
problems as a result (Sayre Smith & Juvonen, 2017). Ado- 
lescents are more intolerant about peers behaving in gen- 
der-atypical ways than they are about variations in sexual 
orientation (Bos & Sandfort, 2015; Toomey et al., 2010). 
The higher rates of mental health problems reported by 
gay and lesbian teenagers may be due to the higher likeli- 
hood of gender-role nonconformity found among sexual- 
minority youth; sexual-minority youth who behave in 
gender stereotypic ways (i.e., gay boys who are masculine 
and lesbians who are feminine) are far less likely to be 
harassed and victimized than those who behave in non- 
conforming ways (Martin-Storey, 2016). 

Not all studies find an increase in gender-stereotyped 
behavior in adolescence (S. M. McHale et al., 2004) or in 
pressure to conform to traditional gender roles (Priess, 
Lindberg, & Hyde, 2009), however. One reason for dis- 
crepancies between studies is that the extent to which 


gender-stereotypic behavior becomes more pronounced 
or demanded in adolescence likely depends on the realm 
of behavior studied, the developmental history of the ado- 
lescent, and the broader context in which the adolescent 
lives (Daniels & Leaper, 2011; Galambos, Berenbaum, & 
McHale, 2009). For instance, over the past 30 years, 
there has been a significant increase in adolescents' sup- 
port for gender equality in the workplace (e.g., whether 
women should have the same job opportunities as men), 
but adolescents' support for gender equality in the family 
(e.g., whether it is the woman's responsibility to take care 
of the home), which had been on the rise between 1975 
and 1990, has declined (Pepin & Cotter, 2018). 


Masculinity and Femininity 


Individuals vary in their degrees of masculinity and femi- 
ninity. Some are decidedly more masculine than feminine, 
and others are decidedly more feminine than masculine. 
And some people have a high degree of both masculinity 
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and femininity; they might be both very assertive (a trait 
usually considered masculine) and very sensitive (a trait 
usually considered feminine). 

Generally speaking, individuals’ degree of masculinity 
or femininity is highly stable over time. In one study that 
tracked people from preschool through adolescence, girls 
who had been rated as relatively more masculine as pre- 
schoolers felt less similar to other girls when they were 13, 
were less content being girls, and had a stronger preference 
for traditionally male activities, whereas those who had 
been rated as more feminine had stronger preferences for 
traditionally female activities. Similarly, boys who had been 
rated as more feminine when they were preschoolers felt 
less similar to other boys when they were adolescents and 
were not especially drawn to traditionally male activities 
(Golombok, Rust, Zervoulis, Golding, & Hines, 2012). 

If expectations to conform to traditional gender ste- 
reotypes intensify during adolescence, we would expect 
that boys who are especially masculine and girls who are 
especially feminine would fare better psychologically than 
their peers who behave in gender-atypical ways. Do more 
feminine girls and more masculine boys feel better about 
themselves? 

The answer to this question differs for males and 
females (Galambos, Berenbaum, & McHale, 2009). 
Although boys and girls who behave in gender-typical 
ways are more accepted than their peers whose behavior 
does not conform with gender-role stereotypes (Kochel 
et al., 2012) and feel better about themselves as a result of 
this (Menon, 2011), the costs of being gender-atypical are 
greater for boys than girls (Smith et al., 2018). It is not 
surprising, therefore, to find that during adolescence 
boys are likely to cut back on the display of stereotypi- 
cally feminine traits, such as being emotionally expres- 
sive, whereas neither boys nor girls reduce the display of 
traditionally masculine traits, such as instrumentality 
(McHale et al., 2009) (see Figure 8.9). 

By the time they have reached early adolescence, teen- 
agers understand that it is easier for girls to sometimes 
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Figure 8.9 During adolescence, boys increasingly avoid displaying stereotypically feminine traits, but comparable 


pressure on girls to avoid stereotypically masculine traits is much milder. As a consequence, boys show a drop in 
emotional expressiveness, but girls do not show a similar decline in instrumentality. (McHale et al., 2009) 


behave in masculine ways than it is for boys to occasion- 
ally act in feminine ways (Mulvey & Killen, 2015). Con- 
sistent with research on younger children, adolescent 
males who do not conform to traditionally masculine 
gender-role norms have lower self-esteem, are judged 
more deviant, and are more likely to be bullied than are 
females whose behavior or appearance departs from 
exclusively feminine roles (Gupta et al., 2013; Masters, 
Hixson, & Hayes, 2020; Roberts et al., 2013). Boys who have 
a more traditionally masculine orientation, while higher 
in self-acceptance than other boys, are more likely to be 
involved in various types of problem behavior—perhaps 
because part of being masculine in contemporary society 
involves being “man enough" to experiment with delin- 
quency, drugs and alcohol, and unprotected sex (Kulis, 
Marsiglia, & Hurdle, 2003) or because boys who live in 
difficult environments, where problem behavior is preva- 
lent, adopt a more *macho" posture to survive in the 
community (Cunningham, 1999). 

Conversely, girls who have a more traditionally femi- 
nine gender-role orientation are more likely to develop 
more traditionally feminine sorts of psychological prob- 
lems, such as disordered eating (McHale et al., 2001). 
Girls who believe that women's worth comes primarily 
from their sexual appeal earn lower grades and score 
worse on achievement tests than their peers. In one clever 
experiment in which adolescent girls were asked to pre- 
pare and videotape a mock newscast, ostensibly to mea- 
sure their aptitude for journalism, the researchers found 
that girls who were more "sexualized" (i.e., who had inter- 
nalized the idea that being attractive to men is an import- 
ant part of one's identity) spent more time putting on 
makeup and less time going over the newscast script than 
girls who were less sexualized (McKenney & Bigler, 
2014). Interestingly, girls who have highly sexualized 
Facebook photos are judged by other girls to be less 
competent—and less physically and socially attractive— 
than girls whose profiles are not as explicitly sexy (Daniels 
& Zurbriggen, 2016). 
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Given that pressures to conform with gender-role 
norms affect both girls and boys during adolescence, why 
is it that boys suffer greater self-image problems when 
they deviate from what is viewed as appropriate behavior 
for their sex? The answer is that although girls may be 
pressured to adopt (or maintain) certain feminine traits 
during adolescence, they are not necessarily pressured to 
relinquish all elements of masculinity (although girls who 
feel pressured to uphold masculine norms report more 
psychological problems than those who do not feel pres- 
sured in this way; Rogers et al., 2020). In contrast, boys 
are socialized from a very early age not to adopt feminine 
traits and are judged deviant if they show any signs of 
femininity. Boys are more likely to see themselves as 
“typical males” than girls are to see themselves as “typical 
females,” more likely to be content to be male than girls 
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are to be female, and more pressured to act in stereotypi- 
cally male ways than girls are to act in stereotypically 
female ways (Hoffman et al., 2019). 

In other words, girls can be highly pressured during 
adolescence to behave in feminine ways without necessar- 
ily being punished or labeled deviant for exhibiting some 
masculine traits; thus, for girls, having a mixture of mas- 
culine and feminine traits is a viable alternative to exclu- 
sive femininity. Girls may feel increasingly pressured to 
dress nicely and to wear makeup when they reach adoles- 
cence, but they are not pressured to give up typically 
masculine interests. Boys, however, from childhood on, 
are pressured not to behave in feminine ways. Their gen- 
der-role socialization does not intensify during adoles- 
cence as much as it does for girls because it is so intense 
to begin with. 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 
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For most adolescents, establishing a sense of auton- 
omy is as important a part of becoming an adult as is estab- 
lishing a sense of identity. Becoming an autonomous 
person—a self-governing person—is one of the fundamen- 
tal developmental tasks of adolescence. 

Although we often use the words autonomy and inde- 
pendence interchangeably, in the study of adolescence, 
they mean slightly different things. Independence refers to 
individuals’ capacity to behave on their own. The growth of 
independence is surely a part of becoming autonomous 
during adolescence, but autonomy has emotional and cog- 
nitive as well as behavioral components. In other words, 
autonomy is not just about acting independently; it is also 
about feeling independent and thinking for oneself. 

During adolescence, there is a movement away from 
the dependency typical of childhood and toward the 
autonomy typical of adulthood—not only among human 
adolescents but also among mammals more generally (all 
mammals go through puberty and therefore experience 
something analogous to human adolescence) (Casey, 
Duhoux, & Cohen, 2010). But the growth of autonomy 
during adolescence is frequently misunderstood. Auton- 
omy is often confused with rebellion, and becoming an 
independent person is often equated with breaking away 
from the family. 

Just as the view that adolescence is a period of storm 
and stress has been questioned repeatedly by scientific 
esearch, experts on adolescence have changed the way 
they think about the development of autonomy. Rather 
than viewing autonomy in adolescence as an abrupt rebel- 
ion against parental authority, researchers now see it as 
gradual, progressive, and—although important—relatively 
undramatic (McElhaney et al., 2009; Zimmer-Gembeck, 
Ducat, & Collins, 2011). Many writers have pointed to the 
adaptive nature of adolescents’ desire for autonomy, argu- 
ing that the adolescents’ need to distance themselves 
from their parents has an evolutionary basis, allowing an 
increase in novelty-seeking and exploration that facilitates 
eproduction outside of the family (Casey, Duhoux, & 
Cohen, 2010; Steinberg, 2010). 
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Because today’s adolescents spend so much time 
away from the supervision of adults, either by themselves 
or with their peers, learning how to govern their own 
behavior in a responsible fashion is crucial. Given the large 
numbers of single-parent and two-career households in 
many industrialized countries, many young people are 
expected to care for themselves for a good part of the day. 
any feel pressured—by parents, by friends, and by the 
media—to grow up quickly and to act like adults at an 
earlier age. Many adolescents who grow up in poverty feel 
a different sort of pressure to grow up: They are expected 
to take on adult responsibilities to assist their families 
during times of need (Burton, 2007). 

There is a curious paradox in all of this, though. Although 
adolescents have been asked to become more autono- 
mous psychologically and socially, they have become less 
autonomous economically. Because of the extension o 
schooling well into the 20s for most people and the difficulty 
many young adults have had finding satisfying employmen 
during several recent recessions, financial independence 
may not come until long after psychological independence. 
Many young people who are emotionally independen 
from their parents find it frustrating to have to abide by thei 
rules as long as their parents are supporting them economi- 
cally. They may believe that the ability to make their own 
decisions has nothing to do with financial dependence. An 
18-year-old college freshman who has a part-time job, a full 
load of classes, and a serious relationship with his girlfriend 
may be independent in these respects, but he may still be 
living at home because he can't afford to do otherwise. His 
parents may feel that as long as their son lives in their home, 
they should decide how late he can stay out at night. But he 
may feel that his parents have no right to tell him when he 
can come and go. This sort of difference of opinion can be a 
Source of problems and confusion for teenagers and their 
parents, particularly when they have difficulty agreeing on an 
appropriate level of independence for the adolescent (Stein- 
berg, 2011). Disagreements over autonomy-related concerns 
are at the top of the list of things that provoke quarrels 
between adolescents and parents (Laursen & Collins, 2009). 


Autonomy as an Adolescent Issue 


Like identity, autonomy is a psychosocial concern that 
surfaces and resurfaces during the entire life cycle. Tod- 
dlers try to establish an initial sense of autonomy when 
they begin to explore their surroundings on their own and 
assert their desire to do as they please—a stage of develop- 
ment so frustrating to parents that it is often called "the 
terrible twos.” The toddler who insists on saying “No!” and 


the young adolescent who insists on keeping her where- 
abouts secret are both demonstrating their growing sense 
of independence and autonomy. And just as psycholo- 
gists see toddlers' oppositional behavior as normal, they 
also see adolescents' interest in privacy as normal, too— 
however frustrating that might be to parents (McElhaney 
et al., 2009). 

Moreover, issues of autonomy are not resolved once 
and for all upon reaching young adulthood. Questions 
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about being able to function independently arise when- 
ever individuals find themselves in positions that demand 
a new degree of self-reliance. Following a divorce, some- 
one who has depended on a spouse for economic sup- 
port, guidance, or nurturance must find a way to function 
more independently. During late adulthood, autonomy 
may become a significant concern of someone who, after 
losing a spouse, suddenly finds it necessary to depend on 
others for assistance. 

If establishing and maintaining a healthy sense of 
autonomy is a lifelong concern, why has it attracted so 
much attention among scholars interested in adoles- 
cence? When we look at the development of autonomy in 
relation to the biological, cognitive, and social changes of 
adolescence, it’s easy to see why. 


Puberty and the Development 
of Autonomy 


Some theorists have suggested that puberty triggers 
changes in the young person’s emotional relationships 
at home (Laursen & Collins, 2009; Zimmer-Gembeck, 
Ducat, & Collins, 2011). Adolescents’ interest in turn- 
ing away from parents and toward peers for emotional 
support—part of establishing adult independence—may 
be stimulated by their emerging interest in sexual 
relationships and concerns over dating and intimate 
friendships. From an evolutionary perspective, adoles- 
cent independence-seeking is a natural consequence of 
sexual and physical maturation, and “leaving the home” 
after puberty is something that is observed not just in 
humans but in other primates as well (Casey, Duhoux, 
& Cohen, 2010; Steinberg, 2014a). Puberty drives the 


Leaving home and establishing independence at puberty is 
seen not just in humans but also in most primates and many 
other mammals. JeannetteKatzir/Getty Images 


adolescent away from exclusive emotional dependence on 
the family. In addition, changes in stature and physical 
appearance at puberty may provoke changes in how much 
autonomy the young person is granted by parents and 
teachers. Children may be given more responsibility simply 
because they look older. 


Cognitive Change and the Development 
of Autonomy 


The cognitive changes of adolescence also play an import- 
ant role in the development of autonomy (Albert & 
Steinberg, 2011a; Zimmer-Gembeck, Ducat, & Collins, 
2011). Part of being autonomous involves being able to 
make independent decisions. When individuals turn to 
others for advice, they often receive conflicting opinions; 
if you are trying to decide between staying home to study 
for an exam and going to a party with your roommate, 
your professor and your friend may give you different 
advice. As an adult, you are able to see that each person’s 
perspective influences his or her advice. The ability to see 
this, however, calls for a level of intellectual abstraction 
that is not available until adolescence. Being able to take 
other people’s perspectives into account, to reason in 
more sophisticated ways, and to foresee the future conse- 
quences of alternative courses of action all help the ado- 
lescent weigh the opinions and suggestions of others 
more effectively and reach independent decisions. The 
cognitive changes of adolescence are important prerequi- 
sites to the development of a system of values based on 
one’s own sense of right and wrong, not just on rules and 
regulations handed down by parents or other authority 
figures (Eisenberg et al., 2009; Morris, Eisenberg, & 
Houltberg, 2011; Smetana & Villalobos, 2009). 


Social Roles and the Development 
of Autonomy 


Finally, changes in social roles and activities during ado- 
lescence are bound to raise concerns related to indepen- 
dence, as the adolescent moves into new positions that 
demand increasing degrees of responsibility and self- 
reliance (Coatsworth & Conroy, 2009; Halpern-Felsher, 
2011). Becoming involved in new roles and taking on new 
responsibilities, such as having a job or a driver's license, 
place the adolescent in situations that require and stimu- 
late the development of independent decision making. A 
teenager might not really think much about the responsi- 
bilities associated with taking a job until she actually ends 
up in one (Wood, Larson, & Brown, 2009). Choosing 
whether to drink does not become an important question 
until the adolescent begins to approach the legal drinking 
age. And deciding what his political beliefs are becomes a 
more pressing concern when the young person realizes 
that he will soon have the right to vote. 


Being able to drive greatly increases adolescents’ autonomy 
from parental control. Rolf Bruderer/Getty Images 


making the scientific 
connection 

Many psychologists contend that the two periods of life 
during which autonomy is an especially salient issue are 
early adolescence and toddlerhood. What do these 
periods share in common that might account for the 
importance of autonomy during each? 


Three Types of Autonomy Psychologists have 
described autonomy in three ways (McElhaney et al., 
2009; Zimmer-Gembeck, Ducat, & Collins, 2011). The 
first is emotional autonomy—that aspect of independence 
related to changes in the individual’s close relationships, 
especially with parents. The second is behavioral autonomy— 
the capacity to make independent decisions and follow 
through on them. And the third is cognitive autonomy 
(sometimes called “value autonomy”), which involves 
having independent values, opinions, and beliefs. 


The Development of 
Emotional Autonomy 


The relationship between children and their parents 
changes repeatedly over the life cycle. Changes in the 
expression of affection, the distribution of power, and pat- 
terns of interaction are likely to occur whenever import- 
ant transformations take place in the child’s or parents’ 
competencies, concerns, and social roles. 

By the end of adolescence, people are far less emotion- 
ally dependent on their parents than they were as chil- 
dren. We can see this in several ways. First, older 
adolescents do not generally rush to their parents when 
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they are upset, worried, or in need of assistance. Second, 
they do not see their parents as all-knowing or all-powerful. 
Third, they often have a great deal of emotional energy 
wrapped up in relationships outside the family; they may 
feel more attached to a boyfriend or girlfriend than to 
their parents. And finally, older adolescents are able to 
see and interact with their parents as people—not just as 
their parents. Many parents find that they can confide in 
their adolescent children, which was not possible when 
their children were younger, or that their adolescent 
children can sympathize with them when they have had 
a hard day at work. These sorts of changes in the 
adolescent-parent relationship all reflect the development 
of emotional autonomy (McElhaney et al., 2009; 
Zimmer-Gembeck, Ducat, & Collins, 2011). 


Emotional Autonomy: 
Detachment or Individuation? 


Early writings about emotional autonomy were influ- 
enced by psychoanalytic thinkers such as Anna Freud 
(1958), who argued that the physical changes of puberty 
cause disruption and conflict inside the family, conflicts 
that are often expressed as increased tension, arguments, 
and discomfort in the family. As a consequence, early 
adolescents are driven to separate themselves from their 
parents emotionally, and they turn their emotional ener- 
gies to relationships with peers—in particular, peers of the 
opposite sex. Psychoanalytic theorists call this process of 
separation detachment because to them it appears as 
though the adolescent is attempting to sever the attach- 
ments that were formed during infancy and strengthened 
throughout childhood. 


Detachment Freud and her followers viewed detach- 
ment and the accompanying storm and stress inside the 
family as normal, healthy, and inevitable aspects of 
emotional development during 
adolescence. In fact, Freud 
believed that the absence of 
conflict between an adolescent 
and his or her parents signified 
that the young person was hav- 
ing problems growing up. 
Studies of adolescents’ fam- 
ily relationships have not sup- 
ported Freud’s view, however. 
In contrast to predictions that 
high levels of adolescent-parent 
tension are the norm, that ado- 
lescents detach themselves 
from relationships with their 
parents, and that adolescents 
are driven out of the household 
by unbearable levels of family 
conflict, every major study 


emotional autonomy 
The establishment of more 


relationships with family 
members and peers. 


behavioral autonomy 
The capacity to make 


follow through with them. 


cognitive autonomy 
The establishment of an 
independent set of values, 
opinions, and beliefs. 
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In contrast to the view that tension between adolescents and 
their parents is the norm, every major study done to date of 
family relations in adolescence has shown that most teenagers 
and their parents get along quite well. Hero/age fotostock 


done to date of teenagers' relations with their parents has 
shown that most families get along well during the adoles- 
cent years (McElhaney et al., 2009; Zimmer-Gembeck, 
Ducat, & Collins, 2011). Although parents and adoles- 
cents may bicker more often than they did during earlier 
periods of development, there is no evidence that this 
bickering diminishes closeness between them in any last- 
ing way (Collins & Steinberg, 2006; Laursen & Collins, 
2009). In fact, most individuals report becoming closer to 
their parents in late adolescence, especially after they 
have made the transition into college (Lefkowitz, 2005; 
McElhaney et al., 2009). 

In other words, although teenagers and their parents 
modify their relationships during adolescence, their emo- 
tional bonds aren't severed. Emotional autonomy during 
adolescence involves a transformation, not a breaking off, 
of family relationships. Adolescents can become emo- 
tionally autonomous from their parents without becom- 
ing detached from them (Laursen & Collins, 2009; Van 
Petegem, Vansteenkiste, et al., 2015). 


Individuation As an alternative to the classic psychoan- 
alytic perspective on adolescent detachment, some theo- 
rists have suggested that we view the development of 
emotional autonomy in terms of the adolescent's develop- 
ing sense of individuation (Blos, 1979). Individuation, which 
begins during infancy and continues into late adolescence, 
involves a gradual, progressive 
sharpening of one's sense of self 
as autonomous, competent, and 
separate from one's parents. 
Individuation entails relin- 


person. 


quishing childish dependencies 


on parents in favor of a more mature, more responsible, 
and less dependent relationship (McElhaney et al., 2009). 
Adolescents who establish a healthy sense of autonomy 
accept responsibility for their choices and actions (Van 
Petegem et al., 2012). Rather than rebelling against her 
parents' midnight curfew by deliberately staying out later, 
a girl who has a healthy sense of individuation might take 
her parents aside before going out and say, "This party 
tonight is going to go later than midnight. If it does, I'd 
like to stay a bit longer. Why don't I call you at 11 and let 
you know when I'll be home?" 


Research on Emotional Autonomy 


The development of emotional autonomy is a long pro- 
cess, beginning early in adolescence and continuing into 
young adulthood (McElhaney et al., 2009). There are 
many indicators of this. Adolescents start to see their 
parents’ flaws. They depend less on them to fix things 
that have gone wrong. As they individuate, teenagers real- 
ize that there are things about themselves that their par- 
ents aren’t aware of (Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986). There 
often is a drop in the number of their friends whom their 
parents know, reflecting an increase in the size of teenag- 
ers’ social networks and in their need for privacy (Feiring 
& Lewis, 1993). Adolescents’ willingness to express nega- 
tive emotions in front of their parents, such as anger or 
sadness, is lower during early adolescence than before or 
after because keeping some emotional distance from 
one’s parents is a part of the individuation process 
(Zeman & Shipman, 1997). 

Adolescents also become less likely to say that they 
have the same opinions as their parents or that they 
always agree with them (McElhaney et al., 2009; Zhang 
& Fuligni, 2006). This, in turn, is associated with changes 
in adolescents’ beliefs about their parents’ authority over 
them. Adolescents become increasingly likely to draw dis- 
tinctions between aspects of their life that their parents 
have the right to regulate and those that they think are not 
really their parents’ business (Chan, Brown, & Von Bank, 
2015; Laird & Marrero, 2011; Perkins & Turiel, 2007). 


De-Idealization Children place their parents on a 
pedestal; adolescents knock them off it. Psychologists 
believe that this “de-idealization” of parents may be one 
of the first aspects of emotional autonomy to develop 
because adolescents shed their childish images of their 
parents before replacing them with more mature ones. 
Even during the high school years, adolescents have some 
difficulty in seeing their parents as individuals beyond 
their roles as parents. This aspect of emotional autonomy 
may not develop until much later—perhaps not until 
young adulthood. Seeing one’s parents as people, and not 
just as parents, typically develops later in adolescents’ 
relations with their fathers than with their mothers 
because fathers interact less often with their adolescents in 


As adolescents develop emotional autonomy, they often 
begin to question and challenge their parents more frequently. 
Anna Bizon/gpointstudio/123RF 


ways that permit them to be seen as individuals (Smollar & 
Youniss, 1985). 


The Importance of Maintaining the Connection 
The development of emotional autonomy, and individua- 
tion in particular, may have different psychological effects 
on adolescents, depending on whether the parent-child 
relationship is a close one. Adolescents who become emo- 
tionally autonomous but who also feel distant from their 
parents score poorly on measures of psychological adjust- 
ment, whereas adolescents who demonstrate the same 
degree of emotional autonomy but who still feel close and 
attached to their parents are psychologically healthier 
than their peers (Allen et al., 2007; Vrolijk et al., 2020). 

In other words, it is important to distinguish between 
separating from one’s parents in a way that maintains 
emotional closeness in the relationship (which is healthy) 
and breaking away from one’s parents in a fashion that 
involves alienation, conflict, and hostility (which is not) 
(Jager et al., 2015; Parra, Oliva, & Sanchez-Queija, 2015). 
For example, lying to one’s parents and concealing unde- 
sirable things from them, which may be more an indica- 
tor of detachment than healthy individuation, is associated 
with psychological problems (Ahmad, Smetana, & Klim- 
stra, 2015; Laird et al., 2013; Rote & Smetana, 2015; 
Tilton-Weaver, 2014). As individuals make the transition 
from adolescence into adulthood and work through much 
of the individuation process, they increasingly see lying to 
their parents as unacceptable (Jensen et al., 2004). 


The Process of Individuation What triggers individu- 
ation? Two different models have been suggested (Laursen 
& Collins, 2009). According to some researchers, puberty 
is the main catalyst (eg. Holmbeck, 1996; Steinberg, 
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2000). Changes in the adolescent’s physical appearance 
provoke changes in the way that adolescents are viewed—by 
themselves and by their parents—which, in turn, provoke 
changes in the ways in which parents and children interact. 
Shortly after puberty, most families experience an increase 
in bickering and squabbling. Adolescents’ feelings of con- 
nectedness to their parents often decline in early adoles- 
cence, when bickering is more frequent, but increase in late 
adolescence after this temporary period of heightened 
squabbling is over (Pinquart & Silbereisen, 2002). 

Other authors believe that adolescents’ movement 
toward higher levels of individuation is stimulated by 
their cognitive development (Smetana, 1995a). The 
development of emotional autonomy in adolescence may 
be provoked by young people’s development of more 
sophisticated understandings of themselves and their par- 
ents. Prior to adolescence, individuals accept their par- 
ents’ views of themselves as accurate (“My parents think 
I am a good girl, so I must be"). But as individuals develop 
more differentiated self-conceptions in early and middle 
adolescence, they come to see that their parents' view is 
but one of many—and one that may not be entirely correct 
(*My parents think I am a good girl, but they don't know 
what I am really like"). By late adolescence, individuals 
are able to see that these discrepancies between their 
self-conceptions and their parents' views are perfectly 
understandable (“There are sides of me that my parents 
know and sides of me that they don't") (Harter, 2011). 

Separating from one's parents is not always turbulent, 
but it often has its difficult moments. Even though the 
images children have of their parents as all-knowing and 
all-powerful may be naive, these idealized pictures still 
provide emotional comfort. Leaving such images behind 
can be both liberating and frightening, for parents as well 
as teenagers. The development of emotional autonomy is 
associated not only with insecurity among adolescents 
but also with increased feelings of anxiety and rejection in 
their parents (Hock et al., 2001). Difficulties in the pro- 
cess of individuation also arise when adolescents push for 
independence at an earlier age than parents are willing to 
grant it. Adolescents usually believe that teenagers should 
be granted autonomy earlier than parents do (Ruck, 
Peterson-Badali, & Day, 2002). 


Parenting and Emotional Autonomy 


In Asian and Western countries alike, adolescents whose 
parents impede the individuation process are more likely 
to show signs of psychological distress (Campione-Barr, 
Bassett Greer, & Kruse, 2013; Kouros & Garber, 2014; 
Weltkamp & Seiffge-Krenke, 2019). Adolescents who do 
not feel good about themselves and who have very intru- 
sive parents are especially vulnerable to depression 
(Pomerantz, 2001). 

In contrast, around the world and across ethnic 
groups, adolescents whose parents provide support for 
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their growing interest in auton- 
omy report better mental health 
than those whose parents do 
not (Kiang & Bhattacharjee, 
2019; Nalipay, King, & Cai, 
2020; Tran & Raffaeli, 2020). 
Teenagers who are provided sufficient support for their 
autonomy are more likely to disclose information about 
their social lives to their parents, which allows parents to 
be better at monitoring their children’s behavior. This, in 
turn, may positively affect parents’ own mental health 
(Wuyts et al., 2018). It's especially important that parents 
use positive reinforcement and praise, rather than 
punishment, to shape their teenagers' behavior (Fosco & 
LoBraico, 2019). 

In contrast, adolescents whose parents use a lot of 
psychological control-parents who are emotionally close 
to the point of being intrusive or overprotective, who try 
to control their child by withdrawing love or making their 
child feel guilty or ashamed—may have difficulty individu- 
ating from them, which may lead to depression, anxiety, 
aggression, and feelings of incompetence and depen- 
dence (Brauer, 2017; A. Rogers et al., 2020; Van Petegem 
et al., 2020; Yu et al., 2019) (see Figure 9.1). This may be 
especially true when teenagers see these attempts at con- 
trol as not in their best interests (Cheah et al., 2019). The 
effects of psychological control during early adolescence 
even persist into adulthood. People whose parents were 
very controlling were less psychologically mature and 
well-liked during mid-adolescence, which led to their 
being were less successful in school and less likely to be in 
romantic relationships in their 30s (Loeb et al., 2020). 

Adolescents whose parents use a lot of psychological 
control also show patterns of behavior and brain activity 
that suggest potential problems in self-regulation (Marusak 
et al., 2017; Rogers et al., 2019). In some families, adoles- 
cents respond to excessive parental control by actively 
rebelling (Van Petegem et al., 2019) or lying (Gingo, Roded, 
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& Turiel, 2017), which may lead to problems in the 
parent-adolescent relationship (Flamant et al, 2020; 
Weymouth & Buehler, 2016). Helping parents to become 
more mindful about the way they parent may help them 
become less controlling, which may improve the quality 
of their relationship with their child as well as their child's 
mental health and feelings of competence (Bullock et al., 
2018; Lippold et al., 2015). 

Keep in mind, of course, that parents are also influ- 
enced by their teenagers: Adolescents who are anxious, 
timid, and withdrawn are more likely to elicit psychologi- 
cal control from their parents (Lin et al., 2020; Nelemans 
et al., 2020). Although parents’ failure to support their 
teenager's developing sense of autonomy can lead to 
adolescent depression, the reverse is true as well 
(Duineveld et aL, 2017; Werner et al, 2016) (see 
Figure 9.2). Similarly, adolescents with psychological 
problems are more likely to provoke conflict with their 
parents, which makes some parents more controlling 
(Steeger & Gondoli, 2013). 


Emotional Autonomy and Parenting Style Respon- 
sibility, self-esteem, and positive mental health are all fos- 
tered by parents who are authoritative (friendly, fair, and 
firm) rather than authoritarian (excessively harsh), indul- 
gent (excessively lenient), or indifferent (aloof to the 
point of being neglectful). As a result, the development of 
emotional autonomy follows different patterns in differ- 
ent types of households. 

In authoritative families, guidelines are established 
for the adolescent’s behavior, and standards are upheld, 
but they are flexible and open to discussion; parents are 
actively involved in monitoring their teenagers’ behavior 
but in a way that supports the development of autonomy 
(Rodriguez-Meirinhos et al., 2020) Although parents 
may have the final say when it comes to their child’s 
behavior, the decision that is reached usually comes after 
consultation and discussion—with the child included 
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Figure 94 Adolescents are more likely to develop anxiety when their parents use a lot of psychological control. 
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(Benish-Weisman, Levy, & Knafo, 2013; Mauras, 
Grolnick, & Friendly, 2013). In discussing an adoles- 
cent's curfew, for example, authoritative parents will sit 
down with their child and explain how they arrived at 
their decision and why they picked the hour they did. 
They will also ask the adolescent for his or her sugges- 
tions and consider them carefully in making a final 
decision. 

It is not difficult to see why the sort of give-and-take 
found in authoritative families is well suited to the healthy 
development of emotional autonomy. Because standards 
and guidelines are flexible and adequately explained, it is 
not hard for the family to adjust and modify them as the 
child matures (Smetana & Asquith, 1994). Gradual 
changes in family relations that permit the young person 
more independence and encourage more responsibility 
but that do not threaten the emotional bond between par- 
ent and child—in other words, changes that promote 
increasing emotional autonomy-are relatively easy to 
make in a family that has been flexible all along 
(Vuchinich, Angeletti, & Gatherum, 1996). Plus, having a 
close relationship with one parent protects against the 
adverse effects of the other parent's psychological control 
(Murray et al., 2014). 

In authoritarian households, where rules are rigidly 
enforced but rarely explained, adjusting to adolescence is 
more difficult. Authoritarian parents see the child's emo- 
tional independence as rebellious or disrespectful, and they 
resist their adolescent's growing need for independence, 
rather than accepting it. Seeing that their daughter is 
becoming interested in boys, an authoritarian parent may 
implement a rigid curfew in order to restrict the teenager's 
social life. Authoritarian parents may inadvertently main- 
tain the dependencies of childhood by failing to give their 
children sufficient practice in making decisions and being 
responsible for their actions. In essence, authoritarian par- 
enting may interfere with adolescent individuation. 

When closeness, as well as support for autonomy, is 
absent, the problems are compounded. In families in 
which excessive parental control is accompanied by 
extreme coldness and punitiveness, adolescents may rebel 
against their parents' standards explicitly, in an attempt to 
assert their independence in a visible and demonstrable 
fashion (Kakihara et al., 2010). Today's technologies make 
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Figure 9.2 During the transition into high school, 
parents’ autonomy support increases adolescent 
well-being, but the reverse is true as well: The 
better an adolescent’s mental health, the more 
likely parents are to support his or her autonomy. 
(Adapted from Duineveld et al., 2017) 


it easier for parents to stay in touch with their teenagers. 
But a little monitoring goes a long way. Adolescents are 
more likely to “act out"—to misbehave—when their parents 
are intrusive (van den Akker, Dekovic, & Prinzie, 2010); 
one study found that the more frequently parents called 
their adolescent’s cell phone, the more dishonest the ado- 
lescent was (Weisskirch, 2009). Such rebellion is not 
indicative of genuine emotional autonomy; it’s a demon- 
stration of the adolescent’s frustration with his or her par- 
ents’ rigidity and lack of understanding. 

In both indulgent and indifferent families, a different 
sort of problem arises. These parents do not provide suf- 
ficient guidance for their children, and as a result, the 
youngsters do not acquire adequate standards for behav- 
ior. In the absence of parental guidance and rules, per- 
missively reared teenagers often turn to their peers for 
advice and emotional support—a practice that can be 
problematic when the peers are themselves still young 
and inexperienced. Adolescents whose parents have 
failed to provide sufficient guidance are likely to become 
psychologically dependent on their friends—emotionally 
detached from their parents, perhaps, but not genuinely 
autonomous. 

Some parents who have raised their children permis- 
sively until adolescence are caught off guard by the conse- 
quences of not having been stricter earlier on. The greater 
orientation toward the peer group of permissively raised 
adolescents may involve the young person in behavior 
that his or her parents disapprove of. As a consequence, 
some parents who have been permissive throughout a 
youngster’s childhood shift gears when he or she enters 
adolescence, becoming autocratic in an attempt to con- 
trol a youngster over whom they feel they have lost their 
authority. Parents who have never placed any restrictions 
on their child’s out-of-school activities during elementary 
school may suddenly begin monitoring her social life 
once she enters junior high school. 

Shifts like these can be extremely hard on adolescents. 
Just at the time when they are seeking greater autonomy, 
their parents become more restrictive. Having become 
accustomed to relative leniency, adolescents whose par- 
ents change the rules in the middle of the game may find 
it difficult to accept standards that are being strictly 
enforced for the first time. 
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The Development of 
Behavioral Autonomy 


Whereas the development of emotional autonomy is 
played out mainly in adolescents’ relationships with their 
parents, the development of behavioral autonomy—the 
ability to act independently—is seen both inside and 
outside the family, in relationships with peers as well as 
parents. Broadly speaking, behavioral autonomy refers to 
the capacity for independent decision making. Research- 
ers who have studied behavioral autonomy have looked at 
changes in decision-making abilities and in susceptibility to 
the influence of others. 


Changes in Decision-Making Abilities 


The more sophisticated reasoning processes used by ado- 
lescents permit them to hold multiple viewpoints in mind 
simultaneously, allowing them to compare people’s differ- 
ent perspectives, which is crucial for weighing the opin- 
ions and advice of others. Because adolescents are better 
able than children to think in hypothetical terms, they 
also are more likely to contemplate the long-term conse- 
quences of their choices. With age, adolescents become 
more likely to consider both the risks and benefits associ- 
ated with the decisions they make and more likely to 
weigh the long-term consequences of their choices, not 
just the immediate ones (Crone & van der Molen, 2007; 
Steinberg, Graham, et al., 2009). Moreover, the enhanced 
role-taking capabilities of adolescence permit teenagers 
to consider another person’s opinion while taking into 
account that person’s point of view. This is important in 
determining whether someone who has given advice has 
special areas of expertise, particular biases, or vested 
interests that the teenager should keep in mind. Taken 
together, these cognitive changes result in improved deci- 
sion-making skills and, consequently, in the individual’s 
enhanced ability to behave independently. 


Improvements in Self-Regulation Many studies 
have documented important improvements in deci- 
sion-making abilities during middle and late adolescence 
that are linked to gains in self-regulation (Allemand, Job, 
& Mroczek, 2019; Christakou, 2014). Across many differ- 
ent cultural contexts, strong self-regulation is one of the 
most robust predictors of success in life, whereas weak 
self-regulation is linked to all sorts of emotional and 
behavioral problems (Allemand, Job, & Mroczek, 2019; 
Galla & Duckworth, 2015; Memmott-Elison, Moilanen, 
& Padilla-Walker, 2020; Moffitt et al., 2011). For instance, 
adolescents with strong self-regulation are more likely to 
be engaged in school, which contributes not only to aca- 
demic achievement but also to further improvements in 
self-regulation (Stefansson et al., 2018) On the other 
hand, adolescents with problems in self-regulation are 
more prone to extremes in negative emotions, such as 


anger or sadness, as well as a wide range of behavioral 
and emotional problems (Laceulle et al., 2017; Rothen- 
berg et al., 2019). Not surprisingly, teenagers who have 
poor self-regulation are more likely to become juvenile 
delinquents (Fosco et al., 2019), and those who are delin- 
quent and have poor self-control are more likely to reof- 
fend (Rocque, Beckley, & Piquero, 2019). 

Improvements in self-regulation appear to be due to 
two separate but related developments (Duckworth & 
Steinberg, 2015; Shulman, Harden, et al., 2016). First, 
there is a decline over the course of adolescence in the 
extent to which decisions are influenced by their poten- 
tial immediate rewards (de Water, Cillessen, & Scheres, 
2014). Most situations in which we have to decide among 
alternative choices (Should I wear a protective face mask 
to my friend’s party? Should I sleep with my girlfriend 
right now or wait until tomorrow night, when I'll make 
sure to have a condom?) present a combination of poten- 
tial rewards and potential costs. What we decide to do is 
often the result of how strong those rewards and costs 
are. Someone who is just thinking about having fun with 
his friends or how good unprotected sex is going to feel 
will act differently than someone who is thinking about 
possible exposure to the coronavirus or the possibility of 
getting his girlfriend pregnant. 

During early adolescence, individuals are much more 
drawn to the potential benefits of a decision than the 
potential costs. As they mature, the relative balance of 
reward and cost changes so that by late adolescence, 
these factors are weighed about evenly (Cauffman et al., 
2010). Psychologists have now mapped this development 
onto changes in patterns of brain activation, showing that 
the regions of the brain that are especially sensitive to 
reward are more intensely activated during early and mid- 
dle adolescence than in childhood or adulthood, espe- 
cially when rewards are being anticipated, as they might 
be when adolescents are thinking about how much fun 
they are going to have before they head out for an evening 
(Galván, 2013; Van Leijenhorst, Zanolie, et al., 2010). 
Some of the heightened "reward sensitivity" seen among 
adolescents is not even conscious (Cauffman et al., 2010). 
In fact, adolescents are just as consciously aware as adults 
of the potential rewards and costs of a decision; they are 
just influenced more by the anticipated rewards (Van Lei- 
jenhorst, Westenberg, & Crone, 2008). Not only are 
younger adolescents more drawn to rewards than are 
adults, but they also seem especially drawn to immediate 
rewards (Steinberg, Graham, et al., 2009). 

A second influence on changes in decision making 
concerns individuals’ ability to control their impulses 
(Steinberg, Albert, et al., 2008; van Duijvenvoorde et al., 
2012; Weiser & Reynolds, 2011). Regions of the brain 
that govern self-regulation are still developing during ado- 
lescence and early adulthood, as are connections between 
brain regions that control impulses and those that 
respond to rewards (Luna et al., 2013; Peper et al., 2013; 


van den Bos et al., 2015). There is strong evidence, from 
studies all over the world, that adolescents are more likely 
to develop strong self-control if their parents engage in 
authoritative parenting—parenting that is both warm and 
firm (Li et al., 2019; Li et al., 2020). 

This improvement in self-control has important impli- 
cations for decision making. With age, individuals are 
better at thinking ahead, imagining and analyzing the 
consequences of their decisions, seeking and evaluating 
the advice of others, and making decisions that aren’t 
hasty or excessively influenced by their emotions 
(Munakata, Snyder, & Chatham, 2012). The combination 
of heightened reward sensitivity and immature impulse 
control may lead adolescents to make a lot of risky—even 
dangerous—decisions. Some writers have suggested that 
one way to diminish adolescent risk taking is to encour- 
age them to do things such as mindfulness meditation, 
which has been shown to increase self-regulation 
(Steinberg, 2014). 


When Do Adolescents Make 
Decisions as Well as Adults? 


The recognition that individuals’ decision-making skills 
improve over the course of adolescence has prompted 
numerous debates about young people’s abilities to make 
decisions in the real world; for example, with regard to 
having access to medical care without their parents’ 
approval or functioning as competent defendants in 
court. Many such debates revolve around where we 
should draw the legal boundary between adolescence and 
adulthood for such things as driving, purchasing alcohol 
or cigarettes, or being tried in adult court (Steinberg & 
Icenogle, 2019). 

One relevant line of research has examined adoles- 
cents’ legal decision making (Grisso et al., 2003; Kam- 
bam & Thompson, 2009). In the typical study, adolescents 
and adults are presented with vignettes involving an indi- 
vidual who had gotten into trouble with the law and then 
are asked how the individual should handle different situ- 
ations: being interrogated by the police, consulting with 
an attorney, deciding whether to plead guilty in return for 
a lesser sentence versus going to trial, or taking her or his 
chances on the outcome. In these studies, adolescents are 
less likely than adults to think about the long-term impli- 
cations of their decisions, more likely to focus on the 
immediate consequences, and less able to understand the 
ways in which other people’s positions might bias their 
interests. For example, when asked what a guilty individ- 
ual should do when being interrogated by the police, 
younger adolescents are more likely than adults to say 
that they should confess (which is not what most attor- 
neys would recommend) rather than remain silent (the 
most advisable thing to do). Younger adolescents are 
more inclined to think about the immediate consequences 
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The brain’s pleasure centers are more easily aroused during 
early adolescence than in childhood or adulthood, which makes 
adolescent decision making more influenced by the prospect 
of immediate rewards. ERproductions Ltd/Blend Images 


of their actions (“If I tell the police the truth, they'll let 
me go home”), not the longer-term implications (“If I 
confess, this information can be used against me in 
court”). 

One difficulty in making decisions about where to 
draw legal lines between adolescents and adults is that 
mature decision making is the product of both cognitive 
abilities (such as being able to reason logically) and emo- 
tional factors (such as being able to control one’s 
impulses), aspects of development that proceed along 
somewhat different timetables (Icenogle et al., 2019; 
Steinberg, Cauffman, et al., 2009). The maturation of 
basic cognitive abilities is complete at around age 16. 
Many writers have argued that adolescents who have 
reached this age reason well enough to have the right to 
vote or to seek health care services (including abortions, 
contraception, substance abuse counseling, and vaccina- 
tions) without parental knowledge or consent. But 
because there are improvements in such things as impulse 
control, planning ahead, and risk assessment well into 
early adulthood, there is a period during which adoles- 
cents may think like adults but behave in a much more 
immature way. One study found that young adults were 
just as able as people in their mid-20s to exercise self- 
control under calm conditions but not when they were 
emotionally aroused (Cohen et al., 2016). Individuals 
who are opposed to trying juvenile offenders as adults use 
this evidence to argue in favor of treating juveniles who 
have committed crimes less harshly than adults because 
of their emotional immaturity (Scott & Steinberg, 2008). 

One way of resolving this problem is to make sure our 
treatment of adolescents is consistent with what we know 
about psychological development in ways that are 
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specific to the legal matters in question (Steinberg & Ice- 
nogle, 2019). In other words, if the skills necessary for 
making one type of decision mature earlier than those 
necessary for another, it would make sense to have a dif- 
ferent age boundary for each. 


making the practical 
connection 

Based on what you have read about changes in decision- 
making abilities in adolescence, should adolescents be 
treated like adults under the law? If you were a lawmaker, 
where would you draw the line for issues concerning 
access to health care? For violations of the law? 


Changes in Susceptibility to Influence 


As adolescents come to spend more time outside the fam- 
ily, the opinions and advice of others—not only peers but 
adults as well—become more important. A variety of situa- 
tions arise in which adolescents may feel that their par- 
ents’ advice may be less valid than the opinions of others. 
Adolescents might seek the advice of friends, rather than 
their parents, about how to dress. They may turn to a 
teacher or guidance counselor for advice about what 
courses to take in school. Or they might talk something 
over with more than one person. A teenage girl who is 
trying to decide whether to take a part-time job after 
school might discuss the pros and cons with her parents 
but also ask friends for their advice. When different “advi- 
sors” disagree, adolescents must reconcile the differences 
of opinion and reach their own independent conclusions. 

In situations in which parents and peers give conflict- 
ing advice, do teenagers tend to follow one group more 
often than the other? Adolescents are often portrayed as 
being extremely susceptible to the influence of peer 
pressure—more so than children or young adults—and as 
being stubbornly resistant to the influence of their par- 
ents. But is peer pressure really more potent during ado- 
lescence than at other times? 


The Influence of Parents and Peers Some research- 
ers have studied conformity and peer pressure during 
adolescence by putting adolescents in situations in which 
they must choose between the wishes of their parents and 
those of their peers. An adolescent might be told to imag- 
ine that he and his friends discover the answer sheet to an 
upcoming test on the floor outside the teachers’ lounge. 
His friends tell him that they should keep it a secret. But 
the adolescent tells his mother about it, and she advises 
him to tell the teacher. He then would be asked by the 
researcher to say what he would do. 

Adolescents turn for advice to different people in 
different situations (Halpern-Felsher, 2011). In some situ- 
ations, peers’ opinions are more influential, but in others, 


parents’ views are more powerful. Adolescents are more 
likely to conform to peers’ opinions when it comes to 
short-term, day-to-day, and social matters—styles of dress, 
tastes in music, choices among leisure activities, and so 
on. This is particularly true during the junior high school 
and early high school years. 

When it comes to long-term questions concerning 
educational or occupational plans, however, or to issues 
concerning values, religious beliefs, or ethics, teenagers 
are primarily influenced by their parents (Collins & 
Steinberg, 2006). When adolescents’ problems center on 
a relationship with a friend, they usually turn to a peer, a 
preference that becomes stronger with age. But adoles- 
cents’ willingness to turn to an adult, such as a teacher or 
mentor, for advice with problems—especially those that 
involve getting along with their parents—remains very 
strong and increases as individuals move toward late ado- 
lescence. In one study in which the researchers compared 
the effect of advice given by a peer or an adult during a 
challenging gambling task, both teenagers and adults 
were more likely to follow the adult's recommendations 
(Lourenco et al., 2015). 


Responding to Peer Pressure Studies that contrast 
the influence of peers and adults do not really reveal all 
there is to know about peer pressure. Most peer pressure 
operates when adults are absent—when adolescents are at 
a party, driving home from school, or hanging out with 
their friends. To get closer to this issue, researchers have 
studied how adolescents respond when they must choose 
between pressure from their friends and their own opin- 
ions of what to do. For example, an adolescent might be 
asked whether he would go along with his friends' plans 
to vandalize some property even though he did not want 
to do so (e.g., Bamaca & Umana-Taylor, 2006). 

Most studies using this approach show that confor- 
mity to peers is higher during the first half of adolescence 
than later (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). Susceptibility 
to peer pressure around age 14 is most often seen when 
the behavior in question is antisocial—such as cheating, 
stealing, or trespassing—especially in studies of boys 
(Erickson, Crosnoe, & Dornbusch, 2000). These find- 
ings are in line with studies of delinquent behavior, which 
is often committed by boys in groups, often during mid- 
dle adolescence (Farrington, 2009), as well as experimen- 
tal studies of peer influence, which have found that the 
impact of peers on adolescents' risky decision making is 
stronger among boys than girls (Defoe et al., 2020). 
Adolescents who are more susceptible to peer pressure to 
engage in delinquent activity actually are more likely to 
misbehave (Monahan et al., 2009; Walters, 2018). 

The consequences of being especially susceptible to 
one's peers depend on who those peers are, though, as 
well as the context in which the peers are encountered 
(Ahmed et al., 2020; Ragan, 2020). For instance, whereas 
high susceptibility to peer influence predicts adolescents' 


antisocial behavior if their friends are antisocial, the same 
level of susceptibility is not predictive of problem behav- 
ior if their friends are not (Hofmann & Müller & 2018; 
Monahan, Steinberg, & Cauffman, 2009; Paternoster 
et al., 2013). And, of course, many adolescents have 
friends who pressure them not to get involved in question- 
able, illegal, or risky activities (Kam & Wang, 2015). 

Although we know that conformity to peer pressure is 
high during early and middle adolescence, it isn't clear 
why. One possibility is that individuals' susceptibility to 
peer pressure doesn't change but that peer pressure may 
be especially strong around the time individuals are 14. In 
other words, adolescent peer groups may exert more pres- 
sure on their members to conform than do groups of 
younger or older individuals, and the pressure may be 
strong enough to make even the most autonomous teen- 
agers comply. 

Another possibility is that young adolescents are more 
susceptible to peer influence because of their heightened 
orientation toward other people in general (Nelson, Lau, 
& Jarcho, 2014; Somerville, 2013; Wolf et al., 2015) and 
toward peers in particular (Conson et al., 2017). In one 
experiment, people of different ages were asked to rate 
how risky various activities were, were then told how 
either a teenager or an adult had rated the same activities, 
and then were asked to re-rate them. All groups except the 
young adolescents were likely to change their ratings to 
be more consistent with what they were told the adult had 
said; the young adolescents were more likely to change 
their ratings to match what they thought other teenagers 
had said (Knoll et al., 2017; Knoll et al., 2015). 

Keep in mind that not all peer influence is bad, how- 
ever: When adolescents are actively discouraged from tak- 
ing risks by their peers, they are likely to listen to them 
(de Boer & Harakeh, 2017), and in the presence of peers, 
adolescents engage in more prosocial behavior (Van 
Hoorn, Van Dijk, Güroglu, & Crone, 2016) and learn 
faster (Silva et al, 2016). During the COVID-19 pan- 
demic, while many (including myself) worried that peer 
influences would lead adolescents to ignore guidelines for 
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social distancing (Steinberg, 2020), others have suggested 
that we try to harness adolescents’ susceptibility to peer 
influence to encourage safe behavior (Andrews, Foulkes, 
& Blakemore, 2020). The data are quite clear: In counties 
with universities where instruction continued in person 
after the pandemic had been identified, COVID cases 
rose immediately, but in counties in which universities 
switched to remote instruction, COVID cases were about 
as frequent as they were in counties without universities 
at all (Leidner et al., 2021) (see Figure 9.3). 

Yet a third account is that being around other teenag- 
ers changes the way the adolescent brain functions. 
During adolescence, the mere presence of friends acti- 
vates brain regions associated with the experience of 
reward, but no such effect is found when adolescents are 
with their parents, when adolescents are with a mix of 
peers and adults, or when adults are with their friends, as 
shown in Figure 9.4 (Chein et al., 2011; Silva, Chein, & 
Steinberg, 2016; Smith et al., 2015; Telzer, Ichien, & Qu, 
2015). Even adolescent mice show an increase in sensitiv- 
ity to rewards when with their “peers,” something that 
isn’t seen in adult mice (Logue et al., 2014). 

Peer influence does not have to take the form of active 
peer pressure, however (Harakeh & de Boer, 2019). When 
adolescents are with their friends, they may be especially 
likely to pay attention to the potential rewards of a risky 
choice and less likely to notice the potential costs 
(Haddad et al., 2014; Smith, Chein, & Steinberg, 2014; 
Weigard et al., 2014). One study of adolescents’ responses 
to Instagram posts found that when high school students 
were presented with photographs depicting risky activi- 
ties, they showed decreased activation in brain regions 
known to govern self-control; this effect was not seen in 
college students, though (Sherman et al., 2018). 

Because adolescents usually experience pleasure when 
they are with their peers, they are more likely to go along 
with the crowd to avoid being rejected (Blakemore, 2018). 
In experiments, adolescents who are led to believe they 
are interacting in a chat room with either high-status or 
low-status peers (which is manipulated by the researchers 


Figure 9.3 COVID-19 cases rose in 
counties with universities that continued 
in-person instruction but not in counties 
that switched to remote instruction, where 
cases were about the same as in counties 
without universities at all. (Leidner et al., 2021) 
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Friends 
Watching 


Alone 


Figure 9.4 Adolescents are more susceptible to peer 
influence than adults are. This figure shows two brain 
scans, one taken while adolescents were playing a 
driving game when their friends were watching, and 
the other taken when the adolescents were playing 
alone. The area surrounded by the yellow rectangle 
is a part of the brain that is activated when we 
experience reward. One reason adolescents may 
behave more recklessly when they are with their 
friends is that the presence of peers may make them 
pay more attention to the potential rewards of a risky 
choice. (Chein et al., 2011) 


in the way the peers are described) about the acceptabil- 
ity of various illegal or risky behaviors are more influ- 
enced by the opinions of high-status peers, an effect that 
is especially strong among adolescents who are particu- 
larly susceptible to peer influence (Choukas-Bradley 
et al., 2014). This creates a dilemma: Teenagers must 
strike a balance between asserting their independence 
and fitting in (Allen, Chango, & Szwedo, 2014). One of 
the difficult challenges of adolescence is that being popu- 
lar with peers often requires a willingness to engage in 
behaviors that adults disapprove of, such as drinking. 
When adolescents view Instagram photos of other teenag- 
ers engaging in risky behavior, looking at photos with a 
large number of “likes” activates their brain’s reward 
regions (Sherman et al., 2016). 


Individual Differences in Susceptibility to Peer 
Influence Within a group of teenagers who are the 
same age, some are highly autonomous, others are easily 
influenced by their peers, others are oriented toward their 
parents, and still others are swayed by both peers and 


parents, depending on the situation and the behavior in 
question (Prinstein, Brechwald, & Cohen, 2011; Sijtsema 
& Lindenberg, 2018). Girls are less susceptible to peer 
pressure than boys, as are Black adolescents in compari- 
son to adolescents from other ethnic groups. Asian 
American adolescents, in contrast, seem especially sus- 
ceptible to peer pressure, perhaps consistent with the 
greater emphasis placed on the importance of the group 
over the individual in Asian cultures (Steinberg & 
Monahan, 2007). Susceptibility to peer pressure is also 
higher among relatively more acculturated Latinx adoles- 
cents than their less acculturated peers and higher among 
Latinx adolescents who were born in the United States 
than those who were born abroad (Bámaca & Umaña- 
Taylor, 2006; Umana-Taylor & Bámaca-Gómez, 2003). 
Adolescents from single-parent families, as well as those 
with less supportive or more controlling parents, appear 
especially susceptible to peer pressure (Chan & Chan, 
2013). There also is evidence that adolescents with a par- 
ticular genetic profile are relatively more susceptible than 
others to peer influence (Schlomer et al., 2021). 

Studies of adolescent brain development have added 
to our growing understanding of differences among 
adolescents in their susceptibility to peer influence 
(Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011). Individuals who show a 
pattern of brain activity indicating heightened sensitivity 
to social evaluation are less able to resist peer influence 
(Falk et al., 2014; Guyer et al., 2014; Telzer et al., 2020), 
as are adolescents who are in the midst of puberty, per- 
haps because pubertal hormones make adolescents more 
sensitive to social influence (Kretsch & Harden, 2014), 
and those who are high in sensation seeking (Segalowitz 
et al., 2012) or fun seeking (Blankenstein et al., 2020). 
Being able to resist peer pressure is associated with stron- 
ger connections between areas of the brain active during 
decision making and other brain regions, perhaps because 
individuals who are more likely to stand up to their 
friends are better able to better control the impulsive, 
emotional decision making that often occurs in the peer 
group (Grosbras et al, 2007). Similarly, adolescents 
whose neural activity is indicative of better emotion regu- 
lation also report more resistance to peer influence 
(Pfeifer et al., 2011). This brain research is consistent 
with the idea that a key aspect of psychological matura- 
tion in adolescence, including resistance to peer influ- 
ence, involves the development of self-regulation (Hinnant 
& Forman-Alberti, 2019; Monahan et al., 2009). 


Parenting and Behavioral Autonomy Like emo- 
tional autonomy, behavioral autonomy appears to be 
associated with authoritative rather than permissive, 
authoritarian, or neglectful parenting (Collins & Stein- 
berg, 2006). The impact of having authoritative parents 
on adolescents' susceptibility to peer pressure depends 
on the nature of the peer pressure, however. Adolescents 
from authoritative homes are less susceptible to 


Peers have a powerful influence over adolescents’ tastes in 
clothes, hairstyles, and other day-to-day decisions. 
PhotoAlto/Laurence Mouton/Getty Images 


antisocial peer pressure, but they may be more susceptible 
to the influence of positive peers. Adolescents from 
authoritative homes are less likely to be influenced by 
having drug-using friends, but they are more likely to be 
influenced by having friends who perform well in school 
(Mounts & Steinberg, 1995). 

It is also important to distinguish between adolescents 
who are excessively dependent on their peers (and who 
forgo their parents’ rules and pay less attention to their 
schoolwork for the sake of being popular with peers) and 
those who turn to peers for counsel but do not ignore 
their parents’ guidance (Fuligni et al., 2001). Substituting 
peers for parents leads to problem behavior; adding peers 
to the list of persons one turns to for advice, so long as 
that list also includes parents, does not. In other words, 
the problem is being distant from one’s parents, rather 
than being close to one’s peers, something that parents 
who worry about the power of the peer group would do 
well to remember. 

The ways in which parents and adolescents negotiate 
changes in behavioral autonomy have implications for 
adolescents’ adjustment (Chen-Gaddini, 2012; Roche 
et al., 2014). Adolescents who have less positive relation- 
ships with their parents are more likely to be especially 
peer oriented, to affiliate with antisocial peers, and to 
spend time with friends in unsupervised settings, all of 
which heighten the risk for problem behavior. 

But parents need to maintain a healthy balance between 
asserting control and granting autonomy. Granting too 
much autonomy before adolescents are ready for it or 
granting too little autonomy once adolescents are mature 
enough to handle it creates adolescents who are the most 
strongly peer oriented. Adolescents whose parents become 
more authoritarian over time (stricter and less likely to 
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permit the adolescent to make decisions) are the most 
peer oriented of all. Although many parents clamp down 
on their teenagers’ independence out of fear that not doing 
so will allow the youngsters to fall under the “evil” 
influence of the peer group, this strategy often backfires. 
Having parents limit their autonomy at just the time when 
more independence is desired and expected makes adoles- 
cents turn away from the family and toward their friends. 


Ethnic and Cultural Differences 
in Expectations for Autonomy 


The development of behavioral autonomy varies across 
cultures because of differences in the age expectations 
that adolescents and parents have for independent behav- 
ior. Adolescents’ mental health is best when their desire 
for autonomy matches their expectations for what their 
parents are willing to grant (Pérez, Cumsille, & Martinez, 
2016). For example, within the same countries, White 
adolescents and their parents have earlier expectations 
for adolescent autonomy than do Asian adolescents and 
their parents. Because of this, Asian adolescents may be 
less likely to seek autonomy from their parents than White 
adolescents, White adolescents are less likely than Asian 
adolescents to define themselves in terms of their rela- 
tionship with their parents (Pomerantz et al., 2009), and 
discrepancies between adolescents’ and parents’ expecta- 
tions for autonomy don’t cause the same degree of con- 
flict in Asian homes as they do in Western ones (Jensen 
& Dost-Gózkan, 2015). Not surprisingly, increased auton- 
omy is strongly associated with better emotional function- 
ing among American youth (where being an independent 
person is highly valued) but less so among Asian adoles- 
cents (Qin, Pomerantz, & Wang, 2009). 


Parents from different ethnic groups have different ideas about 
the appropriate age at which to grant adolescents autonomy. 
Donald Iain Smith/Getty Images 


249 


250 


prosocial behavior 
Behaviors intended to help 
others. 


PART 32 Psychosocial Development During Adolescence 


In families that have immigrated to a new culture, par- 
ents and adolescents often have different expectations 
about granting autonomy (Romo, Mireles-Rios, & Lopez- 
Tello, 2014). As a rule, because adolescents generally 
acculturate more quickly to a new culture than do par- 
ents, a family that has moved from a culture in which it is 
normal to grant autonomy relatively later in adolescence 
(as in most Asian countries) to one in which it is normal 
to grant autonomy relatively earlier (as in the United 
States) may experience conflict as a result of differences 
in the expectations of adolescents and parents (Bama- 
ca-Colbert et al., 2012). This is because adolescents’ 
expectations for autonomy are shaped to a great extent by 
their perceptions of how much independence their 
friends have (Daddis, 2011). 


The Development of 
Cognitive Autonomy 


The development of cognitive autonomy entails changes 
in the adolescent’s beliefs, opinions, and values. It has 
been studied mainly by looking at how adolescents think 
about moral, political, and religious issues. 

Three trends in the development of cognitive autonomy 
are especially noteworthy. First, adolescents become 
increasingly abstract in the way they think about moral, 
political, and religious issues. This leads to more compli- 
cated decisions about how to act when one’s beliefs about 
one issue conflict with one’s beliefs about another. Con- 
sider an 18-year-old who is deciding whether to participate 
in a deliberately disruptive demonstration against policies 
he believes support the interests of environmental pollut- 
ers. Instead of looking at the situation only in terms of the 
environmental issues, he might also think about the impli- 
cations of knowingly violating the law by being disruptive. 

Second, during adolescence, beliefs become increas- 
ingly rooted in general principles. An 18-year-old might 
say that demonstrating against pollution is acceptable 
because protecting the environment is more important 
than living in accord with the law, and so breaking a law 
is legitimate when the status quo leads to environmental 
degradation. 

Finally, beliefs become increasingly founded in the 
young person’s own values, not merely in a system of 
values passed on by parents or other authority figures. 
Thus, an 18-year-old may look at the issue of environmental 
protection in terms of what he himself believes, rather 
than in terms of what his parents think. 

Much of the growth in cognitive autonomy can be 
traced to the cognitive changes characteristic of the 
period. With adolescents’ enhanced reasoning capabili- 
ties and the further develop- 
ment of hypothetical thinking 
come a heightened interest in 
ideological and philosophical 


matters and a more sophisticated way of looking at them. 
The ability to consider alternate possibilities and to 
engage in thinking about thinking allows for the explora- 
tion of differing value systems, political ideologies, per- 
sonal ethics, and religious beliefs. It also may permit the 
development of curiosity and open-mindedness (Bacher, 
2017). The growth of cognitive autonomy is a relatively 
late development; it follows and is encouraged by the 
development of emotional and behavioral autonomy, 
which typically mature earlier in adolescence (Collins & 
Steinberg, 2006). 

Why is cognitive autonomy stimulated by the develop- 
ment of emotional and behavioral autonomy? The estab- 
lishment of emotional autonomy provides adolescents 
with the ability to look at their parents more objectively. 
When adolescents no longer see their parents as omnipo- 
tent and infallible, they may reevaluate the ideas and 
values that they accepted without question as children. 
And as adolescents begin to test the waters of indepen- 
dence behaviorally, they may experience a variety of cog- 
nitive conflicts caused by having to deal with competing 
pressures to behave in different ways. 

These conflicts may prompt young people to consider 
in more serious and thoughtful terms what they really 
believe. For example, during adolescence, individuals 
become increasingly likely to say that it is permissible to 
lie to one’s parents about disobeying them when they 
think their parents’ advice is immoral (for instance, if the 
parents had forbidden their teenager to date someone 
from another race) (Perkins & Turiel, 2007). This strug- 
gle to clarify values, provoked in part by the exercise of 
behavioral autonomy, is a key component of the process 
of developing a sense of cognitive autonomy. 


Moral Development During 
Adolescence 


Moral development has been the most widely studied 
aspect of cognitive autonomy during adolescence. The 
study of moral development involves both reasoning 
(how individuals think about moral dilemmas) and behav- 
ior (how they behave in situations that call for moral judg- 
ments). Related to this is the study of prosocial behavior, 
acts people engage in to help others (Morris, Eisenberg, 
& Houltberg, 2011). 


Assessing Moral Reasoning The dominant theoreti- 
cal viewpoint in the study of moral reasoning is grounded 
in Piaget’s theory of cognitive development. Cognitive- 
developmental theories of morality that stem from this 
viewpoint emphasize shifts in the type of reasoning that 
individuals use in making moral decisions, rather than 
changes in the content of the decisions they reach or the 
actions they take as a result (Eisenberg et al., 2009; 
Smetana & Villalobos, 2009). 


Researchers assess individuals’ moral reasoning by 
examining their responses to hypothetical dilemmas 
about difficult, real-world situations, such as the following 
(Gibbs et al., 2007): 

The best-known dilemma used by researchers who 
study moral reasoning involves a man who had to choose 
between stealing a drug to save his wife or letting his wife 
remain mortally ill: 


In Europe, a woman was near death from a very bad 
disease, a special kind of cancer. There was one drug that 
the doctors thought might save her. It was a form of radium 
that a druggist in the same town had recently discovered. 
The drug was expensive to make, but the druggist was 
charging 10 times what the drug cost him to make. He paid 
$200 for the radium and charged $2,000 for a small dose 
of the drug. The sick woman’s husband, Heinz, went to 
everyone he knew to borrow the money, but he could only 
get together about $1,000, which was half of what it cost. 
He told the druggist that his wife was dying and asked him 
to sell it cheaper or let him pay later. But the druggist said, 
“No, I discovered the drug and I’m going to make money 
from it.” Heinz got desperate and broke into the man’s 
store to steal the drug for his wife. Should the husband 

have done that? Was it right or wrong? 


Stages of Moral Reasoning Whether or not you 
think that Heinz should have stolen the drug is less 
important than the reasoning behind your answers. 
According to the cognitive-developmental perspective, 
there are three levels of moral reasoning: preconventional 
moral reasoning, which is dominant during most of child- 
hood; conventional moral reasoning, which is usually 
dominant during late childhood and early adolescence; 
and postconventional moral reasoning (sometimes called 
principled moral reasoning), which emerges sometime 
during the adolescent or young adult years. 

Preconventional thinking is characterized by refer- 
ence to external and physical events. Preconventional 
moral decisions are not based on society’s standards, 
rules, or conventions (hence the label preconventional). 
Children at this stage approach moral dilemmas in ways 
that focus on the rewards and punishments associated 
with different courses of action. One preconventional 
child might say that Heinz should not have stolen the 
drug because he could have been caught and sent to jail. 
Another might say that Heinz was right to steal the drug 
because people would have been angry with him if he had 
let his wife die. In either case, the chief concern to the 
preconventional thinker is what would happen to Heinz 
as a result of his choice. 

Conventional thinking about moral issues focuses not 
so much on tangible rewards and punishments as on how 
an individual’s behavior will be judged by others. In con- 
ventional moral reasoning, special importance is given to 
the roles people are expected to play and to society’s 
rules, institutions, and conventions. Individuals behave 
properly because in so doing, they receive the approval of 
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others and help to maintain the 
social order. The correctness of 
society's rules is not ques- 
tioned, however; individuals do 
their duty by upholding and 
respecting the rules that people 
are supposed to follow. A con- 
ventional thinker might say that 
Heinz should not have stolen 
the drug because stealing is 
against the law. But another 
might counter that Heinz was 
right to steal the drug because 
it is what a good husband is 
expected to do. According to 
most studies of moral reason- 
ing, the majority of adolescents 
and adults think primarily in 
conventional terms: They evalu- 
ate moral decisions in terms of 
a set of socially accepted rules 
that people are supposed to 
abide by. 

Postconventional reasoning 
is relatively rare. At this level of 
reasoning, society’s rules and 
conventions are seen as relative and subjective rather 
than as absolute and definitive. Individuals may have a 
moral duty to abide by society’s standards for behavior— 
but only insofar as those standards support and serve 
moral ends. Occasions arise in which conventions ought 
to be questioned and when more important principles— 
such as justice, fairness, or the sanctity of human life— 
take precedence over established social norms. For 
instance, a postconventional response might be that 
Heinz should not have stolen the drug because in doing 
so he violated an implicit agreement among members of 
society—an agreement that gives each person the freedom 
to pursue his or her livelihood. However, another princi- 
pled thinker might respond that Heinz was right to steal 
the drug because someone’s life was at stake and because 
preserving human life is more important than respecting 
individual freedoms. Whereas conventional thinking is 
oriented toward society’s rules, postconventional think- 
ing is founded on more broadly based, abstract moral 
principles. For this reason, the development of postcon- 
ventional reasoning is especially relevant to the discus- 
sion of cognitive autonomy. 

Moral reasoning becomes more principled over the 
course of childhood and adolescence (Eisenberg et al., 
2009). Preconventional reasoning dominates the 
responses of children; conventional responses begin to 
appear during preadolescence and continue into middle 
adolescence; and postconventional reasoning does not 
appear until late adolescence, if at all. Movement into 
higher stages of moral reasoning occurs when children 


preconventional moral 
reasoning 

The first level of moral 
reasoning, which is typical of 
children and is characterized 
by reasoning that is based 
on rewards and punishments 
associated with different 
courses of action. 


conventional moral 
reasoning 

The second level of moral 
development, which occurs 
during late childhood and 
early adolescence and is 
characterized by reasoning 
that is based on the rules 
and conventions of society. 


postconventional moral 
reasoning 

The level of moral reasoning 
during which society's rules 
and conventions are seen as 
relative and subjective rather 
than as authoritative; also 
called principled moral 
reasoning. 


252 


PART 32 Psychosocial Development During Adolescence 


2 
ie D 
o O 
> g 
0O o 
T o 
S 8 
oo 
cg 
e 
15 25 35 45 55 65 
Age in years 


Figure 9.5 During adolescence, individuals 
increasingly define their moral identity in terms of how 
they see themselves (an internal motivation), rather 
than on how they want others to see them (an external 
motivation). (Krettenauer & Victor, 2017) 


are developmentally *ready"—when their reasoning is pre- 
dominantly at one stage but partially at the next higher 
one—and when they are exposed to the more advanced 
type of reasoning by other people, such as parents or 
peers (Eisenberg et al., 2009). The development of moral 
reasoning tends to follow a pattern in which individuals 
move from periods of consolidation (in which their rea- 
soning is consistently at a particular stage of develop- 
ment), into periods of transition (in which there is more 
variability in their stages of reasoning), into new periods 
of consolidation (in which their reasoning is consistent 
but at a higher stage than during the previous period of 
consolidation) (Walker, Gustafson, & Hennig, 2001). 
These gains in moral reasoning are accompanied by 
changes in brain systems that permit us to behave less 
selfishly (Crone, 2013). 

Although not all individuals enter a stage of consistent 
postconventional thinking during adolescence, many 
begin to place greater emphasis on abstract values and 
moral principles and to look inward (being moral is 
important because it reflects the sort of person you want 
to be), rather than outward (being moral is important 
because of what others will think of you), to define their 
moral identity (Krettenauer & Victor, 2017) (see 
Figure 9.5). Moreover, if individuals of different ages are 
presented with other peoples’ moral arguments, older 
individuals are more often persuaded by justifications 
that are more advanced. 

Thus, the appeal of postconventional moral reasoning 
increases over the course of adolescence, whereas the 
appeals of preconventional and of conventional reason- 
ing both decline. The attractiveness of postconventional 
thinking appears to increase both with age and with 
schooling; most adults reach a plateau in moral reasoning 
after completing their formal education. Although for 
many years psychologists debated whether there were sex 
differences in the way that individuals approach moral 
problems and many popular books were based on the 
idea that men and women think differently about ethical 
issues, studies have not found this to be true (Smetana & 
Villalobos, 2009). 


Moral Reasoning and Moral Behavior It is one 
thing to reason about hypothetical moral problems in an 
advanced way; it is quite another to behave consistently 
with one's reasoning. After all, it is common for people to 
say one thing (cheating on a test is immoral) but do 
another (sneak a peek at a classmate's test when running 
out of time during an exam). 

Although individuals do not always behave in ways 
that are absolutely consistent with their moral reasoning, 
on average, people who reason at higher stages are more 
ethical in their day-to-day behavior (Eisenberg et al., 
2009). Adolescents who are capable of reasoning at 
higher stages are less likely to commit antisocial acts, less 
likely to cheat, and less likely to bow to the pressures of 
others, as well as be more tolerant of diversity, more likely 
to engage in political protests, more likely to volunteer 
their time, and more likely to assist others in need of help. 
They are also more likely to be influential over their 
friends in group decisions about moral problems 
(Gummerum et al., 2008). Conversely, those who reason 
at lower stages of moral thought are more aggressive, 
delinquent, accepting of violence, and accepting of oth- 
ers' misbehavior (Eisenberg et al., 2009). 

Most of us have found ourselves in situations in which 
we behaved less morally than we would have liked to, 
often because of circumstances. For example, you proba- 
bly realize in the abstract that complying with highway 
speed limits is important because such limits prevent 
accidents, and you likely obey these limits most of the 
time. But you may have found yourself in a situation in 
which you weighed your need to get somewhere in a hurry 
(maybe you were late for a job interview) against your 
belief in the importance of obeying speeding laws, and 
you decided that in this instance, you would knowingly 
behave in a way inconsistent with your belief. 


The ways in which individuals think about moral dilemmas 
change during adolescence. Fertnig/Getty Images 


The correlation between adolescents’ moral reasoning 
and their moral behavior is especially likely to break 
down when they define issues as personal choices rather 
than ethical dilemmas (e.g., when using drugs is seen as a 
personal matter rather than a moral issue). This helps 
explain why adolescents’ moral reasoning and risk taking 
are unrelated; people can be very advanced in their rea- 
soning but still engage in risky behavior (Eisenberg et al., 
2009). If people consider various risky behaviors (e.g., 
experimenting with drugs or having unprotected sex) to 
be personal decisions rather than ethical ones, their 
moral reasoning will be relatively unimportant in predict- 
ing how they will act. 

It is not clear, however, whether viewing risk taking as 
a personal choice is likely to lead to more risk taking or 
whether individuals who’ve engaged in a risky activity are 
likely to redefine the issue as a personal rather than moral 
one as a way of justifying their behavior after the fact. In 
either case, this suggests that interventions designed to 
stimulate moral reasoning will have little impact on ado- 
lescents’ risk taking if they fail to convince adolescents 
that the behavior in question involves a moral choice and 
not just a personal one. This is also why delinquency and 
aggression are more common among adolescents who 
score higher on measures of moral disengagement (the 
tendency to rationalize immoral behavior as legitimate, as 
when one justifies stealing from someone as a way of 
retaliating) (Bao et al., 2015). 


Prosocial Reasoning, Prosocial 
Behavior, and Volunteerism 


Although most research on the development of morality 
has focused on what adolescents do under circumstances 
in which a law might be broken or a rule violated, 
researchers have also studied reasoning and behavior in 
prosocial situations. In general, the ways in which individ- 
uals think about prosocial phenomena, such as honesty 
or kindness, become more sophisticated during late ado- 
lescence, just like their moral reasoning (Morris, Eisen- 
berg, & Houltberg, 2011). Over the course of adolescence, 
individuals come to devalue prosocial acts that are done 
for self-serving reasons (to receive a reward, return a 
favor, or improve their image) and value those that are 
done out of genuine empathy, a pattern that has been 
observed across a variety of cultures (Eisenberg et al., 
2009). During late adolescence, prosocial reasoning con- 
tinues to become more advanced, leveling off sometime 
in the early 20s (Eisenberg et al., 2005). Some research 
connects these changes in reasoning to developments in 
regions of the brain that govern our ability to look at 
things from other people’s perspectives (Crone, 2013). 
During adolescence, individuals become more likely to 
incorporate insights about their helpful behavior into 
their views of themselves, as this passage from an 
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interview with a 16-year-old girl, about her helping a class- 
mate, illustrates: 


She has depression problems and she didn't have any friends 
in seventh grade—well she had friends but then they all like 
abandoned her or whatever. And I befriended her and... um 
she, she said, she had thoughts of suicide and she was cutting 
herself and all this crazy stuff and she was like 'And now I 
dont think I would be here if it wasnt for you befriending me 
back then." ... And... she told me that I was like a really 
good example to her and stuff. (Recchia et al., 2015, p. 874) 


making the personal 
connection 


Did you grow up in a family that engaged in the sorts of 
discussions thought to promote more advanced levels of 
moral reasoning? What are some examples of the ways in 
which your family did (or did not) do this? 


Generally, the same type of parenting that facilitates the 
growth of healthy emotional autonomy also contributes to 
the development of moral and prosocial reasoning. Adoles- 
cents whose parents engage them in discussion, elicit their 
point of view, and practice authoritative parenting display 
more advanced moral reasoning and prosocial behavior 
than their peers (Carlo et al., 2018; Recchia et al., 2015). It 
appears that authoritative parenting makes adolescents 
more likely to feel sympathy toward others, which in turn 
prompts prosocial behavior (Eisenberg, VanSchyndel, & 
Hofer, 2015; Shen, Carlo, & Knight, 2013). Growing up in 
a home that stresses familism (the importance of fulfilling 
one's obligations to the family) also leads adolescents to 
become more prosocial toward others (Knight, 2015). In 
addition, positive parenting helps facilitate the develop- 
ment of empathy and emotion regulation, both of which 
contribute to prosocial development (Padilla-Walker & 
Christensen, 2011; Wray-Lake & Flanagan, 2012). 


Prosocial Reasoning and Prosocial Behavior 
Adolescents who show more advanced prosocial reason- 
ing and who place a high value on prosocial behavior 
behave in ways that are consistent with this (Hardy, 
Carlo, & Roesch, 2010). Adolescents who have volun- 
teered considerable amounts of time in service activities 
score higher on measures of moral reasoning than their 
peers, are more committed to the betterment of society, 
and, as children, were made aware of the suffering of 
those who are less fortunate (Matsuba & Walker, 2005). 
Individuals who score high on measures of prosocial 
moral reasoning are more sympathetic and empathic 
(Carlo, Padilla-Walker, & Niel- 
son, 2015; Van der Graaff et al., 
2018), engage in more proso- 
cial behavior (Eisenberg, Zhou, 
& Koller, 2001), and are less 


moral disengagement 


as legitimate, as a way of 
justifying ones own bad acts. 
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emotional intelligence 

The ability of individuals to 
accurately recognize and label 
their own emotions and those 
of others. 


civic engagement 
Involvement in political and 
community affairs, as reflected 
in knowledge about politics 
and current affairs, 
participation in conventional 
and alternative political 
activities, and engaging in 
community service. 
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Figure 9.6 During middle adolescence, there is a 
marked decline in the extent to which people value 
being socially responsible, such as caring about 
one’s school or community. (Wray-Lake, Syvertsen, & 
Flanagan, 2016) 


likely to behave violently after having witnessed violence 
themselves (Brookmeyer, Henrich, & Schwab-Stone, 
2005). In general, adolescent girls score higher on mea- 
sures of prosocial moral reasoning than do boys, as do 
both males and females who are relatively more feminine, 
consistent with the notion that helpfulness is a trait asso- 
ciated more with femininity than masculinity (Morris, 
Eisenberg, & Houltberg, 2011). 

Although prosocial reasoning becomes more advanced 
over the course of adolescence, changes in prosocial 
behavior during adolescence are not as consistent. Some 
researchers have suggested that how adolescents think 
about behaving prosocially is less important than how 
they feel when they see others in need of help, and they 
have argued that fostering prosocial behavior may be 
more effectively done by encouraging the development of 
empathy rather than more advanced moral reasoning 
(Van der Graff et al., 2018). Encouraging the develop- 
ment of emotional intelligence may also be helpful. Given 
recent increases in immigration, for example, it is import- 
ant to know that adolescents who are more empathic and 
skilled at perspective-taking are less likely to develop 
anti-immigrant attitudes (Miklikowska, 2018). 

As a result, while some studies find that individuals 
become more empathic, sympathetic, and helpful as they 
move into and through adolescence (Padilla-Walker, 
Carlo, & Memmott-Elison, 2017), but many do not 
(Eisenberg et al., 2009). One reason for this inconsis- 
tency is that researchers have 
defined and measured proso- 
cial behavior in many different 
ways, including helping, shar- 
ing, comforting, volunteering, 
and even etiquette (El Mallah, 
2020). Being willing to com- 
fort someone who needs it, vol- 
unteering for a community 
organization, and displaying 
good manners are entirely dif- 
ferent things, but all have been 
used as measures of “proso- 
cial” activities. 
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In fact, some studies even have found that teenagers 
become /ess helpful toward others as they get older and, 
especially during middle school, are markedly less likely 
to say that it is important to them to “help those who are 
less fortunate," “help my society," “help people in my 
community," *serve my country," *help other students 
in school,” or “make new students feel welcome" (Wray- 
Lake, Syvertsen, & Flanagan, 2016) (see Figure 9.6). 
(This is consistent with other observations that early 
adolescence appears to be the height of meanness, lazi- 
ness, and close-mindedness, at least in studies of Amer- 
ican teens; Soto & Tackett, 2015). In experiments in 
which individuals are given money and must choose 
between keeping it all for themselves or giving half to an 
anonymous peer, older teenagers are /ess likely to share 
things equitably (Meuwese et al., 2015; van de Groep 
et al., 2020). 

More consistent are research findings indicating that 
prosocial behavior is fairly stable with age (prosocial chil- 
dren grow up to be prosocial teenagers) and across differ- 
ent contexts (adolescents who are helpful to classmates 
in school are more likely to be helpful to strangers in the 
mall) (Padilla-Walker, Carlo, & Memmott-Elison, 2017). 
Also, girls are generally more caring and prosocial than 
boys, perhaps because parents emphasize prosocial devel- 
opment more in raising daughters than sons (Eisenberg 
et al., 2009). Encouraging adolescents to spend time 
thinking about what's important to them seems to 
increase their tendency to act prosocially ( Thomaes et al., 
2012). And having prosocial friends and classmates, as 
well as higher-quality friendships, leads to more prosocial 
behavior (Busching & Krahé, 2020; Stotsky, Bowker, & 
Etkin, 2020; Van Hoorn, Van Dijk, Meuwese, et al., 
2016). Whereas children's prosocial behavior is influ- 
enced by the adult role models they have, by early adoles- 
cence, seeing peers behave prosocially is a more important 
influence (Ruggeri, et al., 2018). 


Civic Engagement One of the most obvious ways in 
which adolescents can demonstrate prosocial behavior is 
through various types of civic engagement (Metzger, 
Ferris, & Oosterhoff, 2019). Civic engagement is a broad 


term for a category of activities that reflect involvement in 
political and community affairs, including staying knowl- 
edgeable about politics and current affairs, participating 
in conventional political activities (e.g., contacting a polit- 
ical representative about an issue, campaigning for a can- 
didate, or voting in an election), participating in alternative 
political activities (e.g., being part of a demonstration or a 
boycott), and engaging in community service. 

Because the minimum age for voting in most countries 
is 18 or older, little research has been conducted on ado- 
lescents’ involvement in political activities, although a 
number of surveys have been conducted to measure stu- 
dents’ knowledge and attitudes on a range of political 
issues. Most of these studies have found that only a small 
proportion of young people are politically engaged, not 
just in the United States but around the world. Nor does 
this change once people become old enough to vote. In 
the United States, election turnouts continue to be lower 
among young people than among adults, and, with the 
exception of a temporary spark in interest following major 
political and world events (such as the horrific 2018 
school shooting in Parkland, Florida), adolescents’ inter- 
est in and knowledge of political issues are meager (Sher- 
rod & Lauckhardt, 2009). 

Experts attribute this apathy in part to the widespread 
absence of civics education in American high schools, 
the absence of opportunities to become politically active 
in their communities, and the tendency of adolescents to 
focus their civic energies on organizations that they are 
more directly involved with, such as their schools, reli- 
gious institutions, and extracurricular clubs, rather than 
local politics (Wray-Lake, 2019). Some writers, like me, 
believe that adolescents’ participation in elections might 
be increased by lowering the voting age to 16 so that it 
becomes a habit at a time when it is easy to do (Stein- 
berg, 2018). Voting at 18 may be more difficult because 
people this age often live out of the state in which they 
are registered. 

Most research on civic engagement in adolescence 
has focused on community service. Volunteering in 
community service activities, sometimes referred to as 
service learning, is more common in the United States 
than in most other countries. Researchers have been 
interested in both the antecedents of volunteering (what 
leads adolescents to become involved in volunteer activi- 
ties) and its consequences (how adolescents are affected 
by volunteering). Apart from attending a school in which 
some sort of community service is required, the best pre- 
dictors of volunteerism in adolescence are being actively 
involved in religion (most probably because many volun- 
teer activities are organized through religious institu- 
tions) and having parents who are active as volunteers in 
the community (Oosterhoff & Metzger, 2016; Rossi 
et al., 2016). Volunteers also tend to be female, more 
socially mature, more extraverted, and more altruistic 
(Eisenberg et al., 2009). 
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Engaging in community service leads to short-term gains in 
social responsibility, increases in the importance individuals 
place on helping others, and increased commitment to 
tolerance, equal opportunity, and cultural diversity. 

Dmytro Zinkevych/Shutterstock 


Many experts have noted that adolescents have a 
strong need to contribute to their communities and that 
doing so helps young people find purpose in their lives; 
simply put, adolescents need to feel that they matter to 
other people and to the community (Schmidt et al., 
2020). Numerous writers have argued that involvement in 
local organizations, especially when the tasks assigned to 
adolescents are meaningful, can have a positive impact on 
the development of autonomy, identity, prosocial atti- 
tudes, and social competence. Unfortunately, society 
does not provide enough opportunities for teenagers to 
contribute to the well-being others, and even when such 
opportunities exist, they vary considerably in their quality 
(Fuligni, 2019). 

Studies of volunteering indicate that engaging in com- 
munity service leads to short-term gains in mental health 
and social responsibility; increases in the importance 
individuals place on helping others; and increased com- 
mitment to tolerance, equal opportunity, and cultural 
diversity (Ballard, Hoyt, & Pachuki, 2019; Eisenberg 
et al., 2009; Flanagan et al., 2015). There also is some 
evidence that volunteering in adolescence predicts volun- 
teering in adulthood (Chan, Ou, & Reynolds, 2014). The 
extent to which these effects persist over time depends, in 
part, on how long the volunteer activity lasts; the shorter 
the activity, the more short-lived the effects (Horn, 2012). 

Many school districts require community service of all 
students, a graduation requirement that has prompted 
both praise and criticism. Pro- 
ponents argue that service 
activities help develop concern 
for the community and facili- 
tate adolescents’ prosocial 


service learning 

The process of learning 
through involvement in 
community service. 
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development. Opponents counter that forcing adoles- 
cents to do something they don’t want to do will make 
them even more negative about community service and 
less likely to volunteer at later ages. Some worry that turn- 
ing an activity that adolescents may want to do into a 
school requirement makes the activity less intrinsically 
rewarding. 

Several studies have compared students who have vol- 
unteered for community service with those who have had 
it forced on them. It does not seem that requiring commu- 
nity service makes students develop negative attitudes 
about volunteering, regardless of whether they had been 
volunteers previously. But the evidence is mixed with 
regard to whether the effects of volunteering are different 
between adolescents who willingly participate and those 
who do it only because it is a requirement. Some studies 
find that participating in community service activities has 
positive effects regardless of whether the participation is 
voluntary or required (Hart et al., 2007; J. Schmidt, Shu- 
mow, & Kackar, 2007), but others do not (Horn, 2012), 
and still others find that participation has little effect 
regardless of whether it is mandatory or optional (Hen- 
derson et al., 2007). 

One reason for these discrepancies is that students’ 
volunteer experiences vary considerably in quality, rang- 
ing from ones that engage adolescents in helping others 
directly to those that occupy them in tedious clerical 
work (Ferreira, Azevedo, & Menezes, 2012; Henderson, 
Pancer, & Brown, 2014). Another is that community ser- 
vice only may be beneficial if adolescents are required to 
reflect on their experience, perhaps in classes that encour- 
age this (van Goethem, van Hoof, Orobio de Castro, 
et al., 2014). One important difference between students 
who are forced into community service and those who 
volunteer is that volunteers are more likely to continue 
their service work after graduation. In other words, what- 
ever the positive effects of participation, they are not 
enough to turn adolescents who aren’t especially inter- 
ested in community work into adults who are (Planty, 
Bozick, & Regnier, 2006). The potential benefits to the 
recipients of the adolescents’ service (the children they 
tutor, the elderly they visit, or residents of the neighbor- 
hoods whose parks they clean up) may be greater than 
those to the volunteers. 


Political Thinking During Adolescence 


Less is known about the development of political think- 
ing during adolescence than about moral development, 
but the way adolescents think about politics becomes 
more principled, more abstract, and more independent 
during the adolescent years, just as moral reasoning does. 
This pattern is linked both to the general cognitive devel- 
opments of adolescence and to the growth of specific 
expertise, as the adolescent is exposed to more political 
information and ideas (Flanagan, 2004). 


Changes in Political Thinking Political thinking 
changes during adolescence in several important ways 
(Flanagan, 2004). First, it becomes more abstract. In 
response to the question “What is the purpose of laws?” 
for example, 12- and 13-year-olds are likely to reply with 
concrete answers: “So people don’t kill or steal,” “So 
people don’t get hurt,” and so on. Older adolescents are 
likely to respond with more abstract and more general 
statements: “To ensure safety and enforce the govern- 
ment” or “They are basically guidelines for people. I 
mean, like this is wrong and this is right and to help them 
understand” (Adelson, 1972, p. 108). 

Individuals’ understanding of various rights—for exam- 
ple, their beliefs about whether children and adolescents 
have the right to have some control over their lives—also 
becomes more abstract with age (Ruck, Abramovitch, & 
Keating, 1998). With age, individuals are more likely to 
judge the appropriateness of having certain rights (e.g., 
freedom of speech) in light of characteristics of the indi- 
vidual (e.g., whether the individual is mature enough to 
act responsibly) and the context within which the right is 
expressed (e.g., whether the authority who is regulating 
speech is a parent or a government official) (Tenenbaum 
& Ruck, 2012). There is strong support among adoles- 
cents for fundamental democratic principles such as rep- 
resentation and majority rule, even in countries whose 
governments do not operate on these principles (Helwig 
et al., 2007; Smetana & Villalobos, 2009). 

Second, political thinking during adolescence becomes 
less authoritarian and less rigid (Flanagan & Galay, 
1995). Young adolescents are inclined toward obedience, 
authority, and an uncritical, trusting, and acquiescent 
stance toward government. For example, when asked 
what might be done in response to a law that is not work- 
ing out as planned, an older teenager may suggest that the 
law needs to be reexamined and perhaps amended. A 
young adolescent, in contrast, will “propose that it be 
enforced more rigorously.” Unlike older adolescents, 
younger adolescents are “more likely to favor one-man 
rule as [opposed to] representative democracy”; show 
“little sensitivity to individual or minority rights”; and be 
“indifferent to the claims of personal freedom” (Adelson, 
1972, p. 108). 

Living under the rule of a young adolescent would 
likely be unpleasant. A few years ago, I was a guest lec- 
turer in a local 7th-grade social studies class, where we 
were discussing juvenile justice. When I presented the 
students with hypothetical situations about a crime com- 
mitted by a young teenager, their suggestions for how the 
adolescent should be punished were far more harsh than 
those allowed under the law. 

Finally, during late adolescence, people often develop 
a roughly coherent and consistent set of attitudes—a sort 
of ideology—that does not appear before this age and that 
is based on a set of overarching principles. These princi- 
ples may concern a wide range of issues, including civil 


liberties, freedom of speech, and social equality (Flana- 
gan & Galay, 1995; Helwig, 1995). 

As is the case among adults, adolescents’ views about 
political matters—the causes of unemployment, poverty, 
or homelessness, for example—are strongly linked to their 
social upbringing (Barreiro, Arsenio, & Wainryb, 2019). 
Adolescents from higher social classes tend to attribute 
unemployment, poverty, and homelessness to societal 
factors (“People are poor because not everyone receives 
the same skills or training and encouragement when they 
are young”), whereas adolescents from lower-class back- 
grounds are more likely to attribute these problems to 
individual factors (“People are poor because they are lazy 
and don’t want to work hard”). As a consequence, adoles- 
cents from higher-socioeconomic-status (SES) back- 
grounds tend to want society to distribute resources on 
the basis of need, whereas those from lower-SES back- 
grounds favor distributing resources on the basis of merit 
(Kornbluh, Pykett, & Flanagan, 2019). 

Socioeconomic differences in explanations of why 
some people are wealthy are not as striking, but they fol- 
low a similar pattern, with adolescents from lower-class 
backgrounds more likely to favor individual explanations 
(*People are rich because they stayed in school") than 
societal ones ("Some people are rich because they inher- 
ited money or a big business") (Flanagan et al., 2014). 
There also predictable socioeconomic differences in the 
extent to which U.S. adolescents perceive American soci- 
ety to be inequitable or egalitarian, with those from 
poorer backgrounds more likely to endorse the former 
and those from wealthier ones more likely to endorse the 
latter (Flanagan & Kornbluh, 2019) (see Figure 9.7). 

Shifts in all three of these directions—increasing 
abstraction, decreasing authoritarianism, and increasing 
use of principles—are similar to the shifts observed in 
studies of moral development and consistent with the 
idea that cognitive autonomy emerges during late adoles- 
cence. The movement away from authoritarianism, obedi- 
ence, and unquestioning acceptance of the rulings of 
authority indicates that an important psychological con- 
cern for older adolescents involves questioning the values 
and beliefs emanating from parents and other authority 
figures as they begin to establish their own priorities. 


Political Thinking and Political Behavior As is the 
case with moral development, there often are gaps 
between adolescents' political thinking in hypothetical 
situations and their actual attitudes and behavior. The 
most important influence on the political behavior of 
young people tends to be the experiences they've had 
growing up, such as having political discussions with par- 
ents and friends, discussing politics in classes, and being 
exposed to the news (Kim & Stattin, 2019; Quintelier, 
2015). There is also evidence that adolescents who are 
victimized frequently expressed more discontent with 
government and are more likely to become politically 
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Type A 


A society with a small group at 
the top, very few people in the 
middle, and most people at the 
bottom. 


Type B 


A society like a pyramid, with 
a small group at the top, more 
people in the middle, and a lot 
at the bottom. 


Type C 


A pyramid, except that just a 
few people are at the very 
bottom. 


Type D 


A society with most people 
in the middle. 


Type E 


A society with many people 
at the top and only a few 
near the bottom. 


Figure 9.7 These images were used to assess how 
adolescents view American society. Those from poorer 
families were more likely to see society's stratification 
as closer to Type A, whereas those from wealthier 
backgrounds were more likely to see America as closer 
to Type E. (Flanagan & Kornbluh, 2019) 


engaged (Oosterhoff et al., 2018). Minority adolescents, 
especially those living in environments in which there are 
limited economic opportunities, tend to be more cynical 
about politics than their White counterparts. Here are two 
comments from a recent study of ethnic minority youth 
living in Chicago: 


The problems in the world that upset me are all the police 
brutality and the innocent killing [sic] of teen black males. 
These problems bother me because I feel it's unfair that we 
constantly fight for justice but we get nowhere. (Roy et al., 
2019, p. 554) 

The problem . . . that I am most upset about is how people 
in urban and poverty filled neighborhoods don't have the same 
opportunities as someone in a "wealthy" neighborhood. This 
upsets me because people in poverty are judged based on the 
way that they have to survive based on limited opportunities. 
(Roy et al., 2019, p. 554) 


Although today's adolescents in the United States on 
average tend to lean Democratic, young people's 
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Figure 9.8 High school students’ views of President Trump in California and West Virginia, based on a survey 


shortly after he was inaugurated. (Metzger et al., 2020) 


political views usually mirror those of the adults in their 
lives. For example, in a survey of high school students 
conducted just after President Donald Trump’s inaugura- 
tion in 2017, there were significant differences between 
the views held by students in California (a famously 
liberal state, where Trump received 33% of the vote) and 
West Virginia (a famously conservative state, where 
Trump received 69% of the vote) (Metzger et al., 2020) 
(see Figure 9.8). 

Adolescents’ political concerns also change with the 
times. It is too soon to know how the Black Lives Matter 
movement and the economic havoc wrought by the 
COVID-19 pandemic have affected teenagers’ attitudes 
about race relations and the economy, but it is likely that 
concerns about social justice and financial insecurity 
increased during recent years, as did concerns about cli- 
mate change, as exemplified by the work of Greta Thun- 
berg, who garnered international attention at the age of 
15 for speaking out about adults’ reluctance to address 
the problem (Sanson, Van Hoorn, & Burke, 2019). 
During the early 1990s, when racial tensions and crime 
were both on the rise, adolescents’ concerns about race 
relations and violence increased; similarly, following the 
Great Recession of 2008, teenagers understandably were 
more worried about economic problems (Oosterhoff 
et al., 2019). In general, adolescent girls tend to be more 
concerned than boys about most social issues, such as 
hunger and poverty, perhaps because girls generally are 
more empathic and sensitive to the needs of others. 
Surprisingly, teenagers from different socioeconomic 
groups did not differ much in their priorities. 


G. IHUNBERG 


Environmental activist Greta Thunberg, then 17 years old, meets 
with the president of the European Commission in Belgium at 
the commission’s weekly meeting. Thierry Monasse/Getty Images 


Religious Beliefs During Adolescence 


Despite the fact that religion plays an important role in the 
lives of many adolescents, the development of religious 
beliefs has been very much neglected by social scientists 
(Burg, Mayers, & Miller, 2011; Clardy & King, 2011). 
Religious beliefs, like moral and political beliefs, 
become more abstract, more principled, and more inde- 
pendent during adolescence. Beliefs become more 
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Figure 9.9 The proportion of 
adolescents from different countries 


who report that God is very important 


in their life. (Based on Clardy & King, 2011) 
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oriented toward spiritual and ideological matters and 
less oriented toward rituals, practices, and the strict 
Observance of religious customs. Although more than 
90% of all American adolescents pray and 95% believe 
in God, a substantial proportion of young people say 
that organized religion does not play a very important 
role in their lives (Wallace et al., 2003). Compared with 
children, adolescents place more emphasis on the inter- 
nal aspects of religious commitment (such as what an 
individual believes) and less on the external manifesta- 
tions (such as whether an individual goes to church) 
(Lopez, Huynh, & Fuligni, 2011). Adolescence is an 
important time for "spiritual questioning, doubting, and 
creating" (King & Roeser, 2009, p. 447). There are enor- 
mous differences around the world in the extent to 
which adolescents say that God is important in their life 
(see Figure 9.9). 


making the cultural 
connection 


As shown in Figure 9.9, there is wide cultural variability 
around the world in the significance of religion in 
adolescents' lives. To what extent do you think this 
affects the nature of adolescence more generally? Is the 
experience of adolescence as a developmental period 
likely to be different for young people who grow up in a 
context where religion is important compared to those 
who grow up in one where it plays less of a role? 


During late adolescence, individuals enter into a stage 
in which they begin to form a system of personal religious 
beliefs, rather than relying solely on the teachings of their 
parents (King & Roeser, 2009), which is similar to the 
transition to principled moral reasoning or the develop- 
ment of a coherent political ideology. Developments in 
all three domains—moral, political, and religious—reflect 


the underlying growth of cognitive abilities and the shift 
from concrete to abstract reasoning that characterizes the 
adolescent transition. This fundamental shift in cognitive 
ability affects adolescents' thinking across a wide variety 
of topics. 


During adolescence, religious beliefs become more oriented 
toward spiritual and ideological matters and less oriented 
toward rituals, practices, and the strict observance of religious 
customs. Mansoreh/Shutterstock 
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religiosity 

The degree to which one 
engages in religious practices, 
such as attending services. 


spirituality 

The degree to which one 
places importance on the quest 
for answers to questions about 
God and the meaning of life. 
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Patterns of Religious 
Involvement Religious 
development has two main 
components: religiosity (the 
religious practices one engages 
in) and spirituality (one’s per- 
sonal quest for answers to ques- 
tions about God and the 
meaning of life) (King, Ramos, 
& Clardy, 2013). Although 
both can be part of the process of psychosocial develop- 
ment, religiosity may be more important for identity 
development, since it involves identification with a partic- 
ular religious group and its practices and beliefs (not 
unlike identifying oneself with a particular ethnic group), 
whereas spirituality may be more closely linked to the 
development of cognitive autonomy, since it involves the 
development of self-awareness and of a particular per- 
sonal meaning system and set of values. For most reli- 
gious adolescents, religiosity and spirituality are deeply 
interconnected (French et al., 2008). But there are sub- 
stantial numbers of adolescents who practice religion 
without giving much thought to its spiritual aspects (e.g., 
adolescents who attend religious services each week or 
celebrate religious holidays either because their parents 
expect them to or because they enjoy the familiarity and 
routine of regular observance), as well as many who 
devote a great deal of time and energy to thinking about 
spiritual matters but don't identify with an organized reli- 
gion or practice customary religious rituals (Vasilenko & 
Espinosa-Hernández, 2019). 

The stated importance of religion—and especially reli- 
giosity—declines during adolescence (Hardy et al., 2020) 
(see Figure 9.10), especially during the transition from 
adolescence to adulthood (Chan, Tsai, & Fuligini, 2015). 
Compared with older adolescents, younger ones are more 
likely to attend church regularly and to state that religion 
is important to them (Hardie, Pearce, & Denton, 2016). 
The early years of college are a time when many individu- 
als reexamine and reevaluate the beliefs and values they 
grew up with. For some, this involves a decline in regular 
participation in organized religious activities (perhaps 
because the college environment doesn't encourage this) 
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Figure 9.10 Individuals become less religious over the 
course of adolescence. (Hardy et al., 2020) 


but an increase in spirituality and religious faith (Lefkow- 
itz, 2005). The religious context of the college environ- 
ment plays an important role, though. Not surprisingly, 
religious commitment often becomes stronger among 
students who attend a college with a religious orientation 
(Barry & Nelson, 2005). 

Although some parents interpret the adolescent 
decline in religiosity as indicating rebellion against the 
family’s values, the development of religious thinking 
during late adolescence is better understood as part of the 
overall development of cognitive autonomy. As adoles- 
cents develop a stronger sense of independence, they may 
leave behind the unquestioning conventionality of their 
younger years as a first step toward finding a truly per- 
sonal faith. Adolescents who continue to comply with 
their parents’ religious beliefs without ever questioning 
them may actually be showing signs of immature confor- 
mity or identity foreclosure, not spiritual maturity. 


Individual Differences in Religiosity Although indi- 
viduals usually become less involved in formal religion 
during adolescence, adolescents differ in their degree of 
religiosity (Good, Willoughby, & Busseri, 2011). Accord- 
ing to U.S. surveys, about 85% of American adolescents 
report an affiliation with a religious group; of the remain- 
ing 15%, about 10% report not being religious, 3% say they 
are uncertain, and another 3% describe themselves as 
atheist or agnostic (King, Ramos, & Clardy, 2013). 

About half of all American adolescents say that formal 
religious participation is important in their life (King & 
Roeser, 2009). Approximately one-third report weekly 
attendance at religious services, one-sixth attend once or 
twice per month, and about 45% rarely or never attend 
services; regular attendance at religious services drops 
over the course of high school. Adolescent religious atten- 
dance declined gradually during the 1980s and 1990s but 
has changed very little since then. 

About half of U.S. adolescents identify themselves as 
Protestant (and close to half of Protestants identify them- 
selves as conservative Christians) and about one-fifth as 
Catholic. Adolescent girls are slightly more likely to be 
religious than adolescent boys (this sex difference is 
found among adults, too). In general, Black and Latinx 
adolescents are more religious than youth from other eth- 
nic backgrounds, as are adolescents who live in the South 
or Midwest (King & Roeser, 2009). Rates of adolescents’ 
religious participation are considerably higher in the 
United States than other parts of the world. In contrast to 
the 41.9% of American youth who participate in an orga- 
nization sponsored by a religious group, the figures are 
27.6% in Southern Europe, 19.9% in Asia/Pacific regions, 
14.4% in Western Europe, 13.1% in Northern Europe, and 
10.3% in Eastern Europe (King, Ramos, & Clardy, 2013). 


The Impact of Religious Involvement on Development 
Religious adolescents are better adjusted and less 
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Protective role of intrinsic religiosity 
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Figure 911 A study of urban Black youth found that the protective roles of both extrinsic (e.g., attending church 
services) and intrinsic (e.g., praying) religious involvement against the negative effects of stress weaken as 


adolescents get older. (Lee & Neblett, 2019) 


depressed than other adolescents, less likely to have 
premarital sex, less likely to use drugs, and less likely 
to engage in delinquency (Davis & Kiang, 2016; Hardy 
et al., 2019; Taggart et al., 2019; Valisenko & Espinosa- 
Hernández, 2019). Some of the apparent beneficial 
effects of religious involvement are because adolescents 
who are involved in religion often have other positive 
influences in their life that promote positive development 
and prevent problem behavior, such as supportive par- 
ents, prosocial peers, or adults outside the immediate 
family who care about them (Hardy et al., 2019). 

But being religious in and of itself improves self-regu- 
lation, deters problem behavior, and delays the onset of 
sexual activity (Good & Willoughby, 2014; Hardy et al., 
2020; Holmes et al., 2019). Religious involvement may 
play an especially important role in buffering inner-city 
Black adolescents against the harmful effects of neigh- 
borhood disorganization and exposure to violence 
(Gooden & McMahon, 2016; Hope et al., 2019), and 
there is evidence that religious involvement may help 
protect against the adverse effects of family conflict, 
parental substance abuse, and other sources of stress 
(Debnam et al., 2018; Peviani et al., 2020), although the 
protective roles of different types of religious involve- 
ment, such as attending church services or praying, 
decline as adolescents grow older (Lee & Neblett, 2019) 
(see Figure 9.11). Nevertheless, religious involvement 


appears to have an especially positive influence on the 
educational aspirations and future plans of low-SES 
inner-city youth (Lee & Pearce, 2019; Wright, Yendork, 
& Kliewer, 2018). 

Some clues to the reasons that religious involvement 
may protect against involvement in problem behavior 
come from the finding that religiosity, rather than spiritu- 
ality, is the stronger predictor of staying out of trouble 
(Good & Willoughby, 2014; Jang & Franzen, 2013; 
Kim-Spoon, Longo, & Holmes, 2015). Moreover, it does 
not appear to be attending religious services that matters; 
itis being a part of a community of individuals who share 
similar values and engage in similar activities (Hardy 
et al., 2019). As one adolescent put it: 


I notice that my religious friends, they re more positive people. 
You know, they doing school and they not involved in a lot of 
other stuff. They keep theirselves (sic) busy. They usually never 
have to worry about, I mean, they never think about using 
drugs or getting pregnant and all that—as opposed to my 
friends who are not so religious. (Lee & Pearce, 2019, p. 375). 


Seen in this light, the connection between religious 
participation and lower problem behavior is not surpris- 
ing since some of the strongest predictors of adolescents' 
involvement in sex, drugs, and delinquency are the behav- 
ior and attitudes of their peers and the development of 
strong self-regulation. 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 
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Intimacy and Psychosocial Development 


One of the most remarkable things about ado- 
lescence is the way close relationships change during 
these years. Think about the friendships you had as a child 
and compare them with those you had as a teenager. Think 
about the boyfriends or girlfriends that children have and 
the boyfriends or girlfriends adolescents have. And think 
about relationships between parents and their children 


and about how these relationships change during adoles- 
cence. In all three cases, adolescents’ relationships are 


closer, more personal, more involved, and more emotion- 
ally charged than children’s. During adolescence, in short, 
relationships become mor 

To begin with, let’s draw a distinction between inti- 


intimate. 


macy and sexuality. The concept of intimacy—at least as it 
is used in the study of adolescence—does not have a 
sexual or physical connotation. Rather, an intimate rela- 


tionship is an emotional attachment between two peopl 

that is characterized by concern for each other’s well- 
being; a willingness to disclose private, and occasionally 
sensitive, topics; and a sharing of common interests and 


activities. (An easy way to remember this is “caring,” 
“daring,” and “sharing.”) Two individuals can have an 
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intimate relationship without having a sexual one. And, by 
the sam 


token, two people can have a sexual relation- 
ship without being especially intimate. 

Although the development of intimacy during adoles- 
cence is almost always studied in relation to friendships 
and romantic relationships with peers, adolescents’ inti- 
mate relationships aren't limited to other teenagers. Parents 
often hav relationships with their adolescent chil- 
dren, especially once the children have reached a sufficient 
level of maturity. Siblings, even with many years between 
them, are often close confidants. Sometimes, young people 
form intimate relationships with adults who are not in their 
immediate family, such as teachers or mentors. 

Obviously, one of the central issues in the study of inti- 
macy during adolescence is the onset of dating. Although 
the young person's initiation into romantic relationships is 
ndoubtedly important, it is not the only noteworthy 
change that occurs in close relationships during adoles- 
cence. Adolescence is also an important time for changes 
in what individuals look for in friends, in their capacity to be 
intimate with friends of both sexes, and in the way they 
express closeness to others. 


intimat 


C 


Intimacy as an Adolescent Issue 


Intimacy is an important concern throughout most of the 
life span. During childhood, not having friends is associ- 
ated with a wide range of psychological and social prob- 
lems (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). And during 
adulthood, having at least one intimate friendship is ben- 
eficial to an individual's health: People who have others 
to turn to for emotional support are less likely to suffer 
from psychological and physical disorders (Myers, Lin- 
dentthal, & Pepper, 1975). Without question, close rela- 
tionships are extremely important to people of all ages. 
Why, then, is the development of intimacy especially 
important during adolescence? 

One reason is that it is not until adolescence that truly 
intimate relationships—relationships characterized by open- 
ness, honesty, self-disclosure, and trust-emerge. Children 
certainly have important friendships, but their relationships 
are different from those formed during adolescence. Chil- 
dren's friendships are very concrete, built around games and 
shared activities. To children, friends are people who like to 
do the same things that they themselves like. But teenagers’ 
close friendships are more likely to have a strong emotional 
foundation. They are built on the sorts of bonds that form 
between people who care about and know and understand 
each other in a special way (Kobak & Madsen, 2011). 

Another reason for the importance of intimacy during 
adolescence concerns the changing nature of the 


adolescent's social world: during early adolescence, the 
increasing importance of peers in general, and during 
middle and late adolescence, the increasing importance 
of other-sex peers in particular (Furman, Brown, & 
Feiring, 1999). Although experiences in the family are 
important for the initial development of social skills, 
experiences in friendships, especially during adolescence, 
contribute above and beyond the benefits of good parent- 
ing to the development of social competence (Glick & 
Rose, 2011). In this chapter, we'll pay special attention to 
changes in adolescent peer relations in light of the devel- 
opment of intimacy. 

Why do such important changes take place in close 
relationships during adolescence? Theorists point to sig- 
nificant links between the development of intimacy 
during adolescence and the biological, cognitive, and 
social changes of the period. 


Puberty and the Development 
of Intimacy 


The link between puberty and intimacy is obvious: 
Changes in sexual impulses at puberty provoke interest in 
sex, which leads to the development of romantic relation- 
ships. With romance and sexuality come new issues and 
concerns requiring serious, intimate discussions. Some 
young people feel hesitant to discuss sex and dating with 


263 


264 


PART 32 Psychosocial Development During Adolescence 


their parents and turn instead to relationships outside the 
family. And some of the most intimate conversations ado- 
lescents have with their friends involve their relationships 
with actual or potential romantic partners. These con- 
cerns may also prompt the development of intimate 
friendships with other-sex peers, perhaps for the first time. 


Cognitive Change and the 
Development of Intimacy 


Advances in thinking—especially in the realm of social 
cognition—are also related to the development of inti- 
macy (Rote & Smetana, 2011). Compared to children, 
adolescents have more sophisticated conceptions of 
social relationships, better communication skills, and 
more self-awareness. They know more about how to 
“repair” their emotions—how to get themselves out a neg- 
ative mood and into a positive one (Hessel et al., 2016). 
These developments permit adolescents to establish and 
maintain relationships with greater empathy, self-disclosure, 
and sensitivity; they also contribute to adolescents’ feel- 
ings of loneliness if they perceive themselves as socially 
isolated (Laursen & Hartl, 2013). Limitations in preado- 
lescents’ ability to look at things from another person’s 
point of view may make intimate interpersonal relation- 
ships a cognitive impossibility because it is hard to be an 
intimate friend to someone with whom you are unable to 
empathize. Neuroimaging studies show that the matura- 
tion during adolescence of connections among brain 
regions involved in decision making, emotional experi- 
ence, and processing social information goes hand in 
hand with improvements in interpersonal competence 
(Nelson, Jarcho, & Guyer, 2016). 


Changes in Social Roles and the 
Development of Intimacy 


We can also point to changes in the adolescent’s social 
roles as potentially affecting the development of intimacy. 
The behavioral independence that often accompanies the 
transition into adolescence provides greater opportunities 
for adolescents to be alone with their friends, engaged in 
intimate discussion, either in person or online. Adoles- 
cents spend more time in conversation with their friends 
than in any other activity (Dijkstra & Veenstra, 2011). 
Moreover, the recognition of adolescents as “near adults” 
may prompt their parents and other adults to confide in 
them and turn to them for support. Shared experiences 
such as working, as well as the development of emotional 
autonomy, may help give young people and their parents 
more of a basis for friendship and communication (Youniss 
& Smollar, 1985). Finally, changes in the structure of 
schools during early adolescence—often giving younger 
teenagers more contact with older ones—may promote new 
types of peer relationships (Eccles & Roeser, 2009). 


During the course of preadolescence and adolescence, 
relationships are gradually transformed from the friendly 
but activity-oriented friendships of childhood to the more 
self-conscious, analytical, and intimate relationships of 
adulthood. In the next section, we examine why and how 
this transformation occurs. 


Theoretical Perspectives on 
Adolescent Intimacy 


The most important theoretical perspectives on the devel- 
opment of intimacy during adolescence are those of 
Harry Stack Sullivan (1953a) and various writers who 
have studied attachment relationships in adolescence 
(Kobak & Madsen, 2011; McElhaney et al., 2009). Let's 
look at each of these views in turn. 


Sullivan's Theory of Interpersonal 
Development 


Sullivan took a far less biological view of development 
than other thinkers who have written about adolescence. 
Instead, he emphasized the social aspects of develop- 
ment, suggesting that psychological maturation can be 
best understood by looking at our relationships with oth- 
ers. In his view, the challenges of adolescence (actually, 
of the entire life cycle) revolve around trying to satisfy 
changing interpersonal needs (Buhrmester, 1996). 


Stages of Interpersonal Needs  Sullivan's perspec- 
tive starts from the premise that, as children develop, dif- 
ferent interpersonal needs surface that lead either to 
feelings of security (when the needs are satisfied) or feel- 
ings of anxiety (when the needs are frustrated). Sullivan 
charted a developmental progression of needs, beginning 
in infancy and continuing through adolescence (Sullivan, 
1953b). These changing interpersonal needs define the 
course of interpersonal development through different 
phases of the life span. During middle childhood, for 
example, youngsters need to be accepted into peer groups, 
or else they feel rejected and ostracized. 

In Sullivan's view, the security that is derived from 
having satisfying relationships with others is the glue that 
holds one's sense of self together. Identity and self-esteem 
are gradually built up through interpersonal relationships. 
Sullivan viewed psychosocial development as cumulative: 
The frustrations and satisfactions individuals experience 
during earlier periods affect their later relationships and 
developing sense of identity. The child who as an infant 
has her need for contact or tenderness frustrated will 
approach interpersonal relationships at subsequent ages 
with greater anxiety, a more intense need for security, and 
a shakier sense of self. In contrast, the infant who has his 
interpersonal needs met will approach later relationships 
with confidence and optimism. 


When important interpersonal transitions arise (for 
example, during childhood, when the social world is 
broadened to include significant relationships with peers), 
having a solid foundation of security in past relationships 
aids in the successful negotiation of the transition. An 
individual who is nervous about forming relationships 
with others is likely to have trouble forming new types of 
relationships because they threaten an already tentative 
sense of security. A child who does not have a strong sense 
of security may have many friends in elementary school 
but be too afraid to form intimate friendships upon reach- 
ing preadolescence. She may try to maintain friendships 
like those more typical of childhood—friendships that 
focus on activities, for example, rather than talking—long 
after friends have outgrown getting together to “play.” As 
a result, that young person may be rejected by peers and 
come to feel lonely and isolated. 


Interpersonal Development 
During Adolescence 


Sullivan distinguished between intimacy and sexuality; 
perhaps more important, he suggested that the need for 
intimacy—which surfaces during preadolescence— 
precedes the development of romantic or sexual relation- 
ships, which do not emerge until adolescence. In other 
words, Sullivan believed that the capacity for intimacy 
first develops prior to adolescence and in the context of 
same-sex, not other-sex, relationships. This turns out to be 
one of the most important observations in Sullivan’s the- 
ory because, as you will read, the quality of individuals’ 
same-sex friendships is predictive of the quality of their 
later romantic relationships. 

Not all youngsters feel secure enough as preadoles- 
cents to forge these more mature, intimate friendships. 
Their feelings of insecurity are so strong that anxiety 
holds them back. Some youngsters never fully develop the 
capacity to be intimate with others, a limitation that takes 
its toll on relationships throughout adolescence and 
adulthood. Sullivan felt that forming intimate friendships 
during preadolescence is a necessary precondition to 
forming close relationships—both sexual and nonsexual— 
as an adolescent or young adult. 

According to Sullivan, preadolescence comes to an 
end with the onset of puberty. Early adolescence is 
marked by the emergence of sexuality, in the form of a 
powerful, biological sex drive. As a consequence of this 
development, the preferred “target” of the adolescent’s 
need for intimacy changes. He or she must begin to make 
the shift from intimate relationships with members of the 
same sex to intimate relationships with members of the 
other sex. During the historical epoch when Sullivan was 
writing, homosexuality was considered abnormal, and 
like other writers of his era, Sullivan equated normal sex- 
ual development with the development of heterosexual 
relationships. Social scientists no longer hold this view, 
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As adolescents’ needs for intimacy increase, so does the 
emphasis they place on intimacy as an important component 
of friendship. Dragosh Co/Shutterstock 


however, and most would say that the crucial interper- 
sonal challenge for the young adolescent is not the move- 
ment from same-sex to other-sex friendships, but the 
transition from nonromantic to romantic relationships. 

Like all interpersonal transitions, the movement from 
nonromantic to romantic relationships can be fraught 
with anxiety. For adolescents who do not have a healthy 
sense of security, it can be scary to leave the safety of 
nonsexual friendships and venture into the world of dat- 
ing and sexuality. Socially anxious adolescents are less 
likely to have satisfying friendships, which makes them 
less able to develop satisfying cross-sex friendships and 
romantic relationships (Hebert et al., 2013). 

The overarching challenge of adolescence, according 
to Sullivan, is to integrate an established need for inti- 
macy with an emerging need for sexual contact in a way 
that does not lead to excessive anxiety. Sullivan saw ado- 
lescence as a time of experimentation with different types 
of relationships. Some adolescents choose to date many 
different people to try to find out what they are looking 
for in a relationship. Others get involved very deeply with 
a boyfriend or girlfriend in a relationship that lasts 
throughout their entire adolescence. Others may have a 
series of serious relationships. Still others keep intimacy 
and sexuality separate. They may develop close platonic 
relationships (nonsexual relationships) with other-sex 
peers, for example, or they may have sexual relationships 
without getting very intimate with their sex partners. 

Sullivan viewed the adoles- 
cent’s experimentation with dif- 
ferent types of relationships as 
a normal way of handling new 
feelings, new fears, and new 
interpersonal needs. For many 


platonic relationships 
Nonsexual relationships with 
individuals who might 
otherwise be romantic 
partners. 
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attachment 

The strong affectional bond 
that develops between an 
infant and a caregiver. 


secure attachment 

A healthy attachment between 
infant and caregiver, 
characterized by trust. 


anxious-avoidant 
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young people, experimentation with sex and intimacy 
continues well into late adolescence. If the interpersonal 
tasks of adolescence have been negotiated successfully, 
we enter late adolescence able to be intimate, able to 
enjoy sex, and, most critically, able to experience inti- 
macy and sexuality in the same relationship. 


Attachment Theory 


Today, a different theoretical perspective guides the study 
of intimate relationships in adolescence, one that draws 
on theories of the development of the attachment rela- 
tionship during infancy (Kobak & Madsen, 2011). In 
many ways, the basic ideas developed by Sullivan (namely, 
that early relationships set the stage for later ones) were 
maintained, but a different perspective and vocabulary 
have come to dominate contemporary theory and 
research on adolescents’ intimate relationships. In order 
to understand how attachment theory is applied to the 
study of adolescence, though, 
we need to look first at how the 
concept of “attachment” has 
been used to understand devel- 
opment in infancy. 


Attachment in Infancy In 
writings on infant development, 
an attachment is defined as a 
strong and enduring emotional 
bond. Virtually all infants form 


attachment 


An insecure attachment 
between infant and caregiver, 
characterized by indifference 
on the part of the infant toward 
the caregiver. 


anxious-resistant 
attachment 

An insecure attachment 
between infant and caregiver, 
characterized by distress at 
separation and anger at 
reunion. 


disorganized attachment 
A relationship between infant 
and caregiver characterized 
by the absence of normal 
attachment behavior. 


internal working model 

The implicit model of 
interpersonal relationships 
that an individual employs 
throughout life, believed to be 
shaped by early attachment 
experiences. 


rejection sensitivity 
Heightened vulnerability to 
being rejected by others. 


attachment relationships with 
their mother (and most do so 
with their father and other care- 
givers as well), but not all infants 
have attachment relationships 
of the same quality. Psycholo- 
gists differentiate among four 
types of infant attachment: 
secure, anxious-avoidant, anx- 
ious-resistant, and disorganized. 
A secure attachment between 
infant and caregiver is character- 
ized by trust; an anxious-avoid- 
ant attachment is characterized 
by indifference on the part of 
the infant toward the caregiver; 
an anxious-resistant attachment 
is characterized by ambivalence. 
Children who develop a disorga- 
nized attachment, which is char- 
acterized by the absence of 
normal attachment behavior, 
are most at risk for psychologi- 
cal problems (Kerns & 
Brumariu, 2014). The security 
of the early attachment 


relationship is important because studies show that infants 
who have had a secure attachment are more likely to grow 
into psychologically healthy and socially skilled children 
(Matas, Arend, & Sroufe, 1978). 


Does Infant Attachment Predict Adolescent 
Intimacy? Many theorists who study adolescent devel- 
opment believe that the nature of individuals’ attachment 
to caregivers during infancy continues to have an influ- 
ence on their capacity to form satisfying intimate rela- 
tionships during adolescence and adulthood, two ways 
(McElhaney et al., 2009). First, some theorists have 
argued that the initial attachment relationship forms the 
basis for the model of interpersonal relationships we 
employ throughout life (Bowlby, 1969). This internal 
working model determines to a large measure whether 
people feel trusting or apprehensive in relationships with 
others and whether they see themselves as worthy of oth- 
ers’ affection. An internal working model is a set of beliefs 
and expectations people draw on in forming close rela- 
tionships with others—whether they go into relationships 
expecting acceptance or anticipating rejection. Accord- 
ing to the theory, individuals who enjoyed a secure attach- 
ment relationship during infancy will have a more positive 
and healthy internal working model of relationships 
during adolescence, whereas individuals who were inse- 
curely attached as infants will have a less positive one 
(Dykas et al., 2014; Kobak & Madsen, 2011; McElhaney 
et al., 2009). 

Several studies have found that adolescents’ working 
models for their relationships with parents are similar to 
their working models of relationships with friends and 
that adolescents’ working models of relationships with 
friends are similar to their working models of relation- 
ships with romantic partners (e.g., Furman et al., 2002). 
In addition, a number of writers have suggested that indi- 
viduals who emerge from infancy with an insecure attach- 
ment are more sensitive to being rejected by others in 
later romantic encounters, a trait that psychologists call 
rejection sensitivity (Norona et al., 2014; Rowe et al., 
2015). Individuals who are high in rejection sensitivity 
and emotional insecurity are more likely to develop symp- 
toms of depression and anxiety, which in turn, lead to 
further increases in rejection sensitivity (Chango et al., 
2012; Davies et al., 2014; Hafen et al., 2014). Adolescents 
who are frequently teased about their physical appear- 
ance by parents or peers may become especially sensitive 
about being rejected by others because of how they look 
(Webb et al., 2015). 

In recent years, several teams of neuroscientists have 
studied adolescents’ neural responses to rejection by 
imaging their brain activity while the adolescents play an 
online game called “Cyberball” (White et al., 2013). Par- 
ticipants are told that they will be playing a ball-tossing 
game via the Internet with two other adolescents in other 
scanners (in actuality, there are no other players). On a 


screen inside the scanner, adolescents see cartoon images 
representing the other players, as well as a cartoon image 
of their own “hand” (see Figure 10.1). The ball is thrown 
back and forth among the three players, with the partici- 
pant choosing which person to throw to and the throws of 
the other two “players” determined by the computer. 

At the beginning of the game, the computerized play- 
ers are equally likely to throw the ball to the participant or 
the other player. However, as the task progresses, the 
other players stop throwing to the participant. The 
researchers then compare participants’ brain activity 
when they are excluded to that when they are included. 
Adolescents high in rejection sensitivity actually show a 
different pattern of brain activity in response to exclu- 
sion, and those who do so are more likely to develop 
symptoms of depression (Masten et al., 2011). As young 
adults, adolescents who spent a lot of time with their 
friends in adolescence show patterns of brain activity that 
indicate less sensitivity to rejection (Masten et al., 2012). 

A second reason for the continued importance of early 
attachment relationships during adolescence is that inter- 
personal development is cumulative: What happens 
during infancy affects what happens in early childhood, 
which affects what happens in middle childhood, and so 
on (Boyer & Nelson, 2015). In other words, individuals 
who leave infancy with a secure attachment may be on a 
different interpersonal trajectory than those who leave 
infancy insecure. (Here’s where you can see similarities 
between this perspective and Sullivan’s.) 

The only way to examine this proposition is to follow 
individuals over time and trace their interpersonal devel- 
opment. Numerous studies that have done this show that 
insecure children are more likely to develop psychological 
and social problems during childhood and adolescence, 
including poor peer relationships (e.g., Weinfield, Ogawa, 
& Sroufe, 1997) and poor self-regulation (M. J. Martin 
et al., 2017; Farley & Kim-Spoon, 2014), which may lead 
to risk taking (Delker, Bernstein, & Laurent, 2018). It is 
thought that these problems in peer relations during 
childhood affect the development of social competence 


You can throw the ball by clicking on the name or picture of another player 


Kimberly Josh 


You 


Figure 10.1 Using a computer game called “Cyberball,” 
researchers scan adolescents' brains in order to better 
understand their responses to social exclusion. 

(K. Williams et al., 2012) 
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Intimacy 


Attachment theory, which has been used mainly in the study 
of infancy, has influenced the study of close relationships in 


adolescence. 
JGI/Blend Images LLC 


during adolescence—in essence, forming a link between 
early experience and later relationships (Fraley et al., 
2013). In contrast, secure infants are more likely to grow 
into socially competent teenagers and young adults (Raby 
et al., 2015). The benefits of positive relations with peers 
also extend beyond adolescence: People who establish 
healthy intimate relationships with age-mates during ado- 
lescence are psychologically healthier and more satisfied 
with their lives as adults (Raudino, Fergussson, & 
Horwood, 2013). 


making the personal | 
connection 

Think about your own internal working model of 
relationships. Are there consistencies in the ways in which 
you approach close relationships with different people? 
Would you say that you are high or low in “rejection 
sensitivity"? 


Of course, it is possible for interpersonal development 
to be cumulative without the root cause of this continuity 
being the individual's internal working model. Individuals 
who have positive peer relationships in childhood may 
simply learn how to get along better with others, and this 
may lead to more positive peer relationships in adoles- 
cence, which, in turn, may lead to better relationships in 
adulthood (Lansford, Yu et al., 2014). One study that fol- 
lowed individuals from birth through midlife found a cas- 
cade of interpersonal connections over time: low-quality 
parent-child relationships were linked to low-quality 
parent-adolescent relationships, which predicted low- 
quality romantic relationships in young adulthood and 
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dissatisfaction with life in mid- 


adult attachment interview 


A structured interview used to 
assess an individual's past 

attachment history and internal 
working model of relationships. 


dle age (Overbeek et al., 2007). 
Individuals with more negative 
views of themselves disengage 
from peers, which may lead to 
poorer-quality peer relation- 
ships and peer rejection, thereby intensifying their nega- 
tive self-image (M. S. Caldwell et al., 2004). Adolescents 
who have high-quality relationships with their parents are 
more likely to develop high self-esteem, which in turn 
facilitates the development of better romantic relation- 
ships in young adulthood (Johnson & Galambos, 2014). 

How strong is the direct link between infant attachment 
and the quality of interpersonal relationships in adoles- 
cence and young adulthood? Do individuals who were 
securely attached as infants have more positive working 
models of relationships as adolescents or young adults? 

Studies that have followed individuals from infancy all 
the way through adolescence and beyond have yielded 
conflicting results. Some have shown considerable conti- 
nuity from infancy through adolescence (e.g., Hamilton, 
2000; Waters et al., 2000), but others have shown no con- 
tinuity whatsoever (Lewis, Feiring, & Rosenthal, 2000; 
Weinfield, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2000). Some researchers 
have suggested that individuals’ security of attachment 
remains stable only in the absence of major life events 
that could upset the course of interpersonal development 
(such as the loss of a parent or parental divorce) and that 
the lack of continuity observed in some studies is due to 
the importance of intervening events (Waters et al., 2000; 
Weinfield, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2000). Others, however, 
argue that the significance of early attachment for later 
relationships is far outweighed by the importance of the 
experiences the individual has in childhood and the con- 
text in which he or she lives as an adolescent (Lewis, 
Feiring, & Rosenthal, 2000). 


Attachment in Adolescence In addition to employ- 
ing the four-way attachment classification scheme to study 
the links among infancy, childhood, and adolescence, 


Infant 
attachment 


attachment theorists have applied similar classifications 
to the study of adolescents' attachments to others (e.g., 
McElhaney et al., 2009; Obsuth et al., 2014), as well as to 
adolescents' internal working models (e.g., Kobak et al., 
1993). In some of these studies, adolescents' current rela- 
tionships with parents and peers are assessed; in others, 
adolescents are asked to recount their childhood experi- 
ences through the use of a procedure called the adult 
attachment interview (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). 
The interview focuses on individuals' recollections of their 
early attachment experiences and obtains information on 
the ways in which the individual recounts his or her child- 
hood history. A variety of schemes for coding responses to 
the interview have been devised, but most categorize indi- 
viduals as “secure,” “dismissing,” or “preoccupied.” 

Many researchers have found that adolescents in dif- 
ferent attachment categories differ in predictable ways 
(McElhaney et al., 2009). Compared with dismissing or 
preoccupied adolescents, secure adolescents interact 
with their mothers with less unhealthy anger and more 
appropriate assertiveness, suggesting fewer difficulties in 
establishing emotional autonomy (Kobak et al., 1993). 
Individuals with dismissive or preoccupied attachment 
profiles are more likely to show a range of emotional and 
behavior problems in adolescence, including depression, 
maladaptive coping, anxiety, eating disorders, conduct 
problems, and delinquency (J. Allen et al., 2007; Kobak, 
Zajac, & Smith, 2009). They are more likely to recall neg- 
ative aspects of their interactions with others (Dykas 
et al., 2012). Not surprisingly, adolescents who are judged 
to have had a secure infant attachment have more stable 
romantic relationships than their insecure counterparts 
(Davis & Kirkpatrick, 1994). People’s security of attach- 
ment in infancy predicts social competence in childhood, 
security of attachment to close friends in adolescence, 
and positive romantic relationships in adulthood (Nosko 
et al., 2011; Simpson et al., 2007) (Figure 10.2). Of 
course, it is hard to say whether social competence leads 
to healthier attachments or vice versa (most probably, 
both are true). 


Figure 10.2 The quality of infant attachment is linked to adult romantic relationships through effects on social 
development in childhood and adolescence. (Simpson et al., 2007) 


Numerous studies also have looked at the quality of 
adolescents’ current attachments to parents and peers 
(Chango et al., 2015; McElhaney et al., 2009; Vandeviv- 
ere, Braet, & Bosmans, 2015). Individuals who have 
secure attachments during adolescence are more socially 
competent, more successful in school, less likely to 
engage in substance use, and better adjusted than their 
insecure peers (Keiser, Helmerhorst, & van Rijn-van 
Gelderen, 2019; Kochendorfer & Kerns, 2017; Tan et al., 
2016). Adolescents with secure attachments to their par- 
ents are more sensitive to their social environment and 
better able to use relationships with others to buffer the 
effects of stress on well-being (Gunnar, 2017). Security of 
attachment also predicts whether and at what age adoles- 
cents “leave the nest”: Insecurely attached adolescents 
are more likely to delay moving out or to return to their 
parents’ home than their more securely attached peers 
(Seiffge-Krenke, 2006). 

Although attachment security is generally very stable 
over adolescence, it can change if adolescents are living in 
dysfunctional family situations or under a lot of stress 
(Jones et al., 2018; Kahn et al., 2020). By the same token, 
having supportive parents and positive peer relationships 
is associated with increases in attachment security 
between adolescence and adulthood, whereas having psy- 
chologically controlling parents or parents who fight with 
each other frequently are associated with decreases in 
security over time (Allen et al., 2018). In other words, 
early attachment security is not an “inoculation” that pro- 
tects individuals from psychological problems forever, but 
rather a psychological advantage that increases the proba- 
bility of developing in healthy ways. In general, attach- 
ments to parents become more secure over the course of 
adolescence (Ruhl, Dolan, & Buhrmester, 2015). 

By the same token, the degree of security in an adoles- 
cent’s attachment style interacts with other experiences 
to shape mental health and behavior: Positive experi- 
ences (such as having an authoritative parent) have even 
more positive effects among adolescents with a secure 
style, whereas negative experiences are not as harmful 
(Allen et al., 2002). And, among adolescents with an 
insecure attachment style, negative experiences (such as 
having excessively intrusive parents) have an even worse 
effect than they would otherwise (Marsh, McFarland, & 
Allen, 2003). 


The Development of Intimacy 
in Adolescence 


Psychologists interested in the development of intimacy 
during adolescence have focused mainly, but not exclu- 
sively, on relationships between adolescents and their 
peers. Among the most researched topics are how friend- 
ships change, how the display of intimacy changes (and 
whether and to what extent there are sex differences in the 
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During middle adolescence, concerns about jealousy 
often surface in adolescent girls’ friendships. PeopleImages/ 
Getty Images 


ways intimacy is expressed), and, most recently, whether 
the increased use of social media has changed the way 
adolescents form and maintain close relationships. 


Changes in the Nature of Friendship 


When asked what makes someone a friend, both children 
and adolescents mention such things as sharing, helping, 
and common activities, but not until early adolescence do 
people mention such things as self-disclosure, common 
interests, similar attitudes and values, or loyalty. In child- 
hood, friendship is defined by companionship; it is not 
until adolescence that intimacy is a part of the definition 
(Buhrmester & Furman, 1987). Adolescents report that 
the most important qualities in a friend are honesty, 
humor, kindness, and fairness (Wagner, 2018). And, 
whereas children's self-disclosure to friends tends to be 
superficial (e.g., "Sometimes I carry ChapStick"), adoles- 
cents’ self-disclosure grows more intimate over time (eg, 
"Sometimes I worry about kissing"). Some researchers 
have suggested that the superficial self-disclosure of 
childhood and early adolescence may set the stage for 
more intimate selfdisclosure later in development 
(Vijayakumar et al., 2020). 


making the cultural 

connection 

Images of jealous adolescent girls pervade American 
movies and television shows that feature teenagers. Do 
you think this is a common phenomenon around the 
world? Or is it less likely to be found in cultures where 
dating is delayed until early adulthood? 
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The fact that conceptions of friendship come to place 
greater weight on such things as intimacy, loyalty, and 
shared values and attitudes during early adolescence is 
consistent with Sullivan’s theory. As adolescents’ needs 
for intimacy increase, so does the emphasis they place on 
intimacy as an important component of friendship. The 
findings are also consistent with what we know about 
other cognitive changes during early adolescence. Com- 
pared to children, adolescents are better at thinking about 
abstract concepts such as intimacy and loyalty, and their 
judgments of others are more sophisticated, more psycho- 
logical, and less tied to concrete attributes such as how 
they look or the things they own. 


Jealousy The importance of intimacy as a defining 
feature of close friendship continues to increase through- 
out early and middle adolescence (McNelles & Connolly, 
1999; Phillipsen, 1999). But an interesting pattern of 
change occurs around age 14. During middle adolescence 
(between ages 13 and 15), particularly among girls, con- 
cerns about loyalty and anxieties over rejection become 
more pronounced and may temporarily overshadow con- 
cerns about intimate self-disclosure (Berndt & Perry, 
1990). Adolescents who keep a lot of secrets from their 
friends report higher levels of depression (Laird, Bridges, 
& Marsee, 2013). 

The sorts of conflicts adolescents have with their 
friends change during this time. Whereas older adoles- 
cents’ conflicts are typically over private matters, younger 
adolescents’ conflicts are often over perceived public dis- 
respect (Shulman & Laursen, 2002). Adolescents who 
report high levels of peer conflict and low levels of peer 
support are more likely to engage in risky behavior, per- 
haps as a response to the stress caused by problems with 
their friends (Telzer, Fuligni, et al., 2015). 

Girls in particular show a pronounced increase in jeal- 
ousy over their friends’ friends during early adolescence 
(Parker et al., 2005). Girls who have low self-esteem and 
are especially sensitive to rejection are especially likely to 
become envious of their friends’ relationships with other 
girls. In some senses, then, intimate friendship is a mixed 
blessing for young adolescent girls: They get the benefits 
of having confidantes with whom they can easily talk 
about their problems, but their friendships are more frag- 
ile and more easily disrupted by feelings of betrayal. As a 
consequence, girls’ friendships on average do not last as 
long as boys’ do (Benenson & Christakos, 2003). 


Conflict Adolescents’ close friendships also are distin- 
guished from their casual friendships in the types of con- 
flicts they have and the ways in which disagreements are 
resolved (Laursen, 1996; Raffaelli, 1997). Although con- 
flicts between adolescents and their close friends are less 
frequent than they are between adolescents and less 
intimate peers, arguments with close friends are more 
emotional, with lots of anger and hurt feelings. Conflicts 


with friends both influence and are influenced by adoles- 
cent depression (Yang et al., 2020). Conflict between 
close friends is more likely to provoke efforts to restore 
the relationship than is conflict between casual friends. 
Nonetheless, some best friendships don’t survive, and 
others are “downgraded” from best friend to “good 
friend” (Bowker, 2011). 


Changes in the Display of Intimacy 


In addition to placing greater emphasis on intimacy and 
loyalty in defining friendship than children do, teenagers 
are also more likely to display intimacy in their relation- 
ships, in what they know about their friends, how respon- 
sive they are, how empathic they are, and how they resolve 
disagreements. 


Knowing Who Their Friends Are As individuals 
move into and through adolescence, they gain knowledge 
about more intimate aspects of their friends’ lives. 
Although preadolescents and adolescents have compara- 
ble degrees of knowledge about characteristics of their 
best friends that are not especially personal (such as the 
friend’s telephone number or birthday), adolescents 
know significantly more things about their friends that 
are intimate (such as what their friends worry about or 
what they are proud of) (Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990). 

Over the course of adolescence, adolescents’ reports 
of friendship quality increase steadily. These improve- 
ments in friendship quality lead to gains in social compe- 
tence and increases in positive affect, which in turn lead 
to further improvements in the quality of adolescents’ 
friendships (Glick & Rose, 2011), creating what has been 
called an “upward spiral” (Ramsey & Gentzler, 2015). 
Although there are ethnic differences in average levels of 
friendship quality—Asian American adolescents report 
more dissatisfaction with their friendships than do other 
adolescents—the rate of improvement in friendship qual- 
ity over time is the same in different ethnic groups (Way 
& Greene, 2006). And, despite fears that spending time 
socializing over the Internet will undermine adolescents’ 
social competence, the people adolescents interact with 
online are mainly the same people they interact with 
offline (Reich, Subrahmanyam, & Espinosa, 2012) (see 
Figure 10.3). Actually, adolescents who use the Internet a 
lot for social networking are less socially isolated than 
their peers (Smahel, Brown, & Blinka, 2012). 


Caring and Concern People also become more respon- 
sive to close friends, less controlling, and more tolerant of 
their friends' individuality during adolescence (Keller 
et al., 1998; Shulman et al., 1997). Before preadolescence, 
children are actually less likely to help and share with their 
friends than with other classmates (perhaps because chil- 
dren are more competitive with their friends than with 
other youngsters and do not want to feel inferior). By about 


To stay in touch w/ friends | don’t see often 
To fill up free time/not be bored 

Because all my friends have accounts 

To stay in touch w/ relatives and family 

To make plans w/ friends | see often 

To meet new people/make new friends 


To explore interests (music, shows, etc.) 


To read private entries/comment on profiles 
To share my favorite music and video clips 
My friend(s) made it for me 

To flirt 

To voice my opinions on various topics.... 
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Figure 10.3 Adolescents use social networking sites primarily to communicate with people they have offline 


relationships with. (Reich, Subrahmanyam, & Espinosa, 2012) 


age 9, children treat their friends and other classmates 
similarly when it comes to sharing and cooperation. But by 
the time they have reached early adolescence, friends are 
more helpful and generous toward each other than toward 
other classmates (Burnett Heyes et al., 2015). Experiments 
in which individuals play computer games with an anony- 
mous partner find increases with age in both trust and 
reciprocity (van den Bos et al., 2010). 

Adolescents also show greater levels of empathy and 
social understanding in situations in which they are help- 
ing or comforting others. Compared with children, ado- 
lescents are more likely to understand and acknowledge 
how their friends feel when those friends are having prob- 
lems. Over the course of adolescence, attempts to help 
friends with personal problems become more centered 
on providing support and less aimed at distracting them 
from their troubles (Denton & Zarbatany, 1996). 


Conflict Resolution The ways in which close friends 
resolve conflict also change. As individuals move from 
childhood into adolescence and from adolescence into 
young adulthood, they become more likely to end their 
disagreements by negotiation (trying to compromise or 
find a solution that is acceptable to both friends) or disen- 
gagement (walking away from the situation) and less likely 
to end them with one person coercing or overpowering 
the other and getting his or her way; across cultures, nego- 
tiation is the main way that adolescents cope with con- 
flicts they have with friends (Seiffge-Krenke et al., 2013). 
Generally speaking, the ways in which adolescents resolve 
conflicts with their friends are similar to the ways in which 
they resolved conflicts with their parents when they were 
younger and predictive of how they resolve conflicts with 
romantic partners when they are older (Staats et al., 2018). 


Does Using Social Media Hurt 
the Development of Intimacy? 


One of the most controversial topics in contemporary 
discussions of adolescent intimacy concerns the impact 
of social media on teenagers’ social competence and 
friendships. Many social commentators have stoked fears 
that the increase in adolescents’ use of digital devices to 
communicate with others is destroying young people’s 
abilities to engage in meaningful face-to-face relationships 
(Turkle, 2015; Twenge et al., 2018). 

Thankfully, there is very little evidence of this. Head- 
lines about smartphones destroying adolescents’ brains 
may sell a lot of books, but they have created unneces- 
sary anxiety and panic among parents and educators. In 
fact, some scientists believe that using social media may 
actually help teenagers develop social competence 
(Reich, 2017). 

There is no question that teenagers are using digital 
devices to stay in touch with their friends. But research 
clearly shows that digital communication among friends 
enhances, rather than detracts from, the quality of adoles- 
cents’ friendships. One comprehensive review of three 
dozen studies published in peer-reviewed scientific jour- 
nals (rather than in the popular press) looked at the 
impact of digital communication on a variety of relation- 
ship components, including self-disclosure, support, 
companionship, and conflict (Yau & Reich, 2017). The 
main conclusion of this review is that social media 
provide opportunities to engage in many of the same 
activities that adolescents do in person, without compro- 
mising these relationships. 

For example, the authors found that digital communi- 
cation helped adolescents seek social support and get 
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Although many people are sure that teenagers’ use of 
social media has impaired their interpersonal development, 
there is very little evidence that this is the case. 
wavebreakmediamicro/ 123RF 


advice on a wide range of problems and that digital dis- 
closure was effective in relieving emotional distress and 
increasing closeness between friends. Despite fears that 
adolescents don't appreciate the risks of disclosing sensi- 
tive information online, studies have found that adoles- 
cents, especially by the time they are in high school, are 
surprisingly thoughtful about what they share online and 
with whom they share it and that they clearly understand 
the difference between sharing personal information with 
close friends and sharing it with mere acquaintances 
(Blachnio et al., 2016; Xie & Kang, 2015). 

A second conclusion about social media and adoles- 
cents' social development is that digital communication 
serves an important purpose in helping teenagers validate 
the importance of their friendships. For all the talk about 
cyberbullying, the fact is that far more online communica- 
tion among adolescents involves positive communication 
about their relationships, the significance of their friend- 
ships, and their feelings of love, affection, and connected- 
ness. Much of what is posted on popular social networking 
sites is reminiscent of what teenagers write in each other's 
yearbooks—"to my best buddy," “I love you soooo much,” 
“you're so gorgeous," and so forth—except that these 
affirmations are viewed by many more people than would 
typically see yearbook inscriptions. And the nature of 
social media platforms permits friends to elaborate on 
their feelings or memories with pictures, emoticons, and, 
of course, "likes." 

Third, digital communication has provided new ways 
for adolescents to enjoy their friends’ companionship. 
Teenagers share jokes, things they find interesting, music, 
and YouTube videos. They play video games with their 
friends, either in person or jointly online. And while 


studies have found that joint activities done in person 
lead to stronger feelings of bonding than do shared online 
activities, the magnitude ofthe difference between reports 
of closeness during digital exchanges versus in-person 
contact is surprisingly small. An added benefit of digital 
communication is that it can take place in locations and 
at times of day when talking on the phone is inconvenient 
or difficult. Teenagers also report that social media are an 
important source of information about their romantic 
partners (Van Ouytsel et al., 2016). 

Finally, many of the negative interactions that occur 
between teenagers online are the same as those that occur 
in person. Gossip, jealousy, criticism, and conflict are 
features of adolescents' relationships that are expressed 
online, but they are also things that are expressed in per- 
son. Whether these negative aspects of adolescents' inter- 
personal interactions are amplified or diminished when 
they occur online compared to when they take place in 
person isn't known; most likely, some adolescents are 
bothered more by slights that occur in person, while 
others are more bothered by ones that are posted online. 
There is some evidence, however, that online communica- 
tions are especially likely to provoke jealousy between 
friends (Lennarz et al., 2017). 

In sum, the impact of social media on adolescents’ 
relationships appears to be far more positive than nega- 
tive. As the authors of an extensive review concluded, 
"digital communication can provide greater opportuni- 
ties for friends to disclose, spend time together, and 
display affection than in offline spaces alone. Rather 
than reducing intimacy in friendships, technology- 
mediated communication may provide the same bene- 
fits to teens as interactions that occur face-to-face" 
(Yau & Reich, 2017). 


Sex Differences in Intimacy 


There are striking sex differences in intimacy during 
adolescence. 


How Females Are More Intimate When asked to 
name the people who are most important to them, adoles- 
cent girls—particularly in the middle adolescent years—list 
more friends than boys do, and girls are more likely to 
mention intimacy as a defining aspect of close friendship. 
In interviews, adolescent girls express greater interest in 
their close friendships, talk more frequently about their 
intimate conversations with friends, express greater 
concern about their friends' faithfulness and greater 
anxiety over rejection, and place greater emphasis on 
emotional closeness in their evaluation of romantic part- 
ners (Feiring, 1999; Parker et al., 2005). 

Girls also are more likely than boys to make distinc- 
tions in the way they treat intimate and nonintimate 


friends and to fight about relationships; girls prefer to 
keep their friendships more exclusive and are less willing 
to include other classmates in their cliques’ activities 
(Bukowski et al., 1993; Raffaelli, 1997). In conversa- 
tions, girls are more collaborative, whereas boys are 
more controlling (Strough & Berg, 2000). In situations 
in which people need help, girls are more likely to pro- 
vide it than boys (Van Rijsewijk et al., 2016). And girls 
are better than boys at seeing things from the perspective 
of others, especially, others who are less fortunate 
(Tucker Smith et al., 2016). 

When self-disclosure is used as the measure of inti- 
macy, boys’ friendships with other boys aren’t compara- 
ble to girls’ friendships with other girls until late in 
adolescence, if at all (McNelles & Connolly, 1999; Rad- 
macher & Azmitia, 2006). And girls are more sensitive 
and empathic than boys, especially in knowing when their 
friends are depressed or comforting them when they are 
distressed (Swenson & Rose, 2003; Van der Graaff et al., 
2014). One reason girls are more likely than boys to 
confide in friends is that girls expect that self-disclosure 
will make them feel better, whereas boys expect it to be a 
waste of time that will make them feel “weird” (Rose 
et al., 2012). Girls value friendships characterized by 
emotional support and concern; boys place a premium 
on having fun (Rose & Asher, 2017). In these very 
numerous—and very important—respects, the expression 
of intimacy is more advanced among adolescent girls 
than among boys. 

Although this carries many advantages for girls, it also 
carries some liabilities. Girls’ mental health is more posi- 
tively affected than boys’ when things are going well with 
their friends, but girls suffer more when things are going 
poorly (Benner, Hou, & Jackson, 2019; Flook, 2011). 
Girls also are more likely than boys to spend excessive 
time discussing each other’s problems—something called 
co-rumination (Rose, 2002; Rose et al., 2014). Co-rumina- 
tion, often done in the context of discussing problems 
with romantic relationships, turns out to be a double- 
edged sword, especially for girls: It brings friends closer, 
but it also contributes to depression and anxiety (Bastin 
et al., 2018; Dirghangi et al., 2015). 

Co-rumination among depressed adolescent girls is 
especially toxic (Bastin et al., 2015; Rose et al., 2017). In 
fact, co-rumination makes anxiety and depression “conta- 
gious,” transmitting symptoms between the pair of individ- 
uals, either because listening to someone’s problems is 
itself distressing (Smith & Rose, 2011) or through “emo- 
tional mimicry,” where one person unconsciously takes on 
the feelings of another (Schwartz-Mette & Rose, 2012). 

Among boys, co-rumination also improves friendships 
but does not increase depression or anxiety as much or as 
consistently as it does among girls (Rose, Carlson, & 
Waller, 2007), both because girls are more likely to get 
upset when they hear that their friends are having 
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problems (Smith & Rose, 2011) 
and because boys are more 
likely to also use humor when 
they are discussing problems 
with each other, which draws 
them closer (Rose et al., 2016). This doesn't mean that 
adolescents should avoid talking to friends about their 
feelings and problems; they just need to keep it in check 
and focus on gaining insight into the source of the prob- 
lem, rather than just sitting around and brooding about it 
(Bastin et al., 2018). Adolescents also have to be careful 
not to engage in too much "negative feedback seeking" 
(asking other people to verify their flaws, as in, “My voice 
is so annoying, right?"). Too much of this leads to rejec- 
tion by others, which then only makes people feel even 
worse (Borelli & Prinstein, 2006). 

There also are interesting sex differences in the nature 
of conflicts between close friends during adolescence. 
Boys' conflicts are briefer, typically over issues of power 
and control (such as whose turn it is in a game), more 
likely to escalate into physical aggression, and usually 
resolved without any explicit effort to do so, often by just 
“letting things slide." Boys are far less likely than girls to 
become jealous of their friends developing friendships 
with others (Rose & Asher, 2017). Although girls are bet- 
ter than boys at negotiating conflict (Baker & Exner- 
Cortens, 2020), girls’ conflicts are longer (perhaps 
because it takes longer to negotiate a conflict than to sim- 
ply let things slide), typically about some form of betrayal 
in the relationship (such as breaking a confidence or 
ignoring the other person), and only resolved when one of 
the friends apologizes (Noakes & Rinaldi, 2006). When 
friendships end, girls are more adversely affected than 
boys by the loss of the relationships (Bakker et al., 2010). 


co-rumination 


about problems. 


And How They Aren't. On some measures of friend- 
ship, though, adolescent boys and girls show similar 
degrees of intimacy. Although girls are more likely to 
mention self-disclosure when asked to define close friend- 
ship and report more self-disclosure in their friendships, 
boys and girls have equivalent degrees of intimate knowl- 
edge about their best friends (McNelles & Connolly, 
1999). When boys are with their friends, they are just as 
likely as girls to share each other's emotional state 
(McNelles & Connolly, 1999). Although girls are gener- 
ally more considerate, sex differences in helpfulness are 
very small (Eisenberg et al., 2009). 

There's no question that intimacy is a more conscious 
concern for adolescent girls than it is for adolescent boys. 
But this doesn't mean that intimacy is absent from boys’ 
relationships or unimportant for their mental health 
(Way, 2013). Rather, they express intimacy in different 
ways. Boys' friendships are more oriented toward shared 
activities than toward the explicit satisfaction of emo- 
tional needs, as is often the case in girls’ friendships. The 
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Figure 10.4 Changes in friendship quality over time. 
(Way & Greene, 2006) 


development of intimacy between adolescent males may 
be more subtle, reflected more in shared activities than in 
self-disclosure, even in young adulthood (Radmacher & 
Azmitia, 2006) and even in online communication 
(Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). 

Another possibility is that the development of close 
friendships among males starts at a later age than it does 
among females. There are substantial sex differences in 
friendship quality at age 13, but by age 18, these are gone 
(see Figure 10.4) (Way & Greene, 2006). It's a familiar 
pattern: During early and middle adolescence, girls are 
more emotionally and socially mature than boys, but by 
late adolescence, boys have caught up. (I know that many 
female readers are shaking their heads at this, but that's 
what the research says.) 


The Origins of Sex Differences Many theorists have 
suggested that sex differences in intimacy are the result of 
different patterns of socialization. From an early age, 
females are more strongly encouraged to develop and 
express intimacy—especially verbal intimacy—than males. 
Other factors could be at work, however. Social pressures 
on males and females during adolescence are quite differ- 
ent and may lead to differences in expressions of inti- 
macy. Boys are punished much more for acting in 
feminine ways (such as sharing feelings with others) than 
girls are for acting in masculine ways (such as holding 
strong emotions in). This is especially so within ethnic 
groups that stress the importance of “machismo” (a 
strong and sometimes exaggerated sense of masculinity), 
as is often the case among Mexican Americans (Stan- 
ton-Salazar & Spina, 2005). One reason that adolescent 
males may not be as intimate in their friendships as ado- 
lescent females may be that boys are nervous that expres- 
sions of intimacy will be taken as a sign of their lack of 
masculinity. Consistent with this, boys who are members 
of peer groups in which individuals express a lot of preju- 
dice toward gay teenagers have less positive interactions 
with their friends (Poteat, Mereish, & Birkett, 2015). 


making the scientific RENE PRESE AER & Sire 
connection 


Some sex differences in friendship quality predate 
adolescence—girls are more verbal than boys at an early 
age, for example—but others, such as differences in 
conflict resolution or in feelings of jealousy, do not seem 
to emerge until this developmental period. What aspects 
of the transition into adolescence differ for girls and boys 
that might account for sex differences in intimacy? 


Changes in the Targets of Intimacy 


Adolescence is a time of noteworthy changes in the “tar- 
gets” of intimate behavior. During preadolescence and 
early adolescence, intimacy with peers is hypothesized to 
replace intimacy with parents, and during late adoles- 
cence, intimacy with peers of the other sex is thought to 
take the place of intimacy with same-sex friends. Actually, 
this view appears to be only somewhat accurate. As we'll 
see, new targets of intimacy do not replace old ones. 
Rather, new targets are added to old ones. 


Parents and Peers as Targets of Intimacy From 
early adolescence on, teenagers describe their relation- 
ships with their best friends and romantic partners as 
more intimate and less stressful than those with their 
mother or father (Persike & Seiffge-Krenke, 2014). 
Although there may be a slight drop in intimacy between 
adolescents and parents sometime during adolescence, 
the decline reverses as young people move toward young 
adulthood (Ebbert, Infurna, & Luthar, 2019; Keijsers & 
Poulin, 2013). 


By virtually any measure, girls display more intimacy in their 
friendships than do boys. Blend Images/Shutterstock 


Intimacy between individuals and their parents 
declines between the 5th and 10th grades but increases 
between 10th grade and young adulthood. Time spent in 
family activities declines throughout preadolescence and 
adolescence, but the amount of time adolescents spend 
alone with their mother or father follows a curvilinear 
pattern, increasing between preadolescence and middle 
adolescence and then declining (Lam, McHale, & 
Crouter, 2014). Intimacy with friends increases steadily 
throughout adolescence, although most dramatically 
during the early adolescent years. Intimacy with romantic 
partners also increases steadily throughout adolescence, 
but in this case, the most dramatic increase takes place 
during the late high school years (Szwedo et al., 2017). 

In other words, while peers become relatively more 
important during adolescence as confidants and sources 
of emotional support, by no means do parents become 
unimportant (De Goede et al., 2009). When adolescents 
are asked to list the important people in their lives—people 
they care about, go to for advice, or do things with—the 
number of peers listed increases over the course of adoles- 
cence. At the same time, however, there are no changes 
over adolescence in the percentage of individuals listing 
their mother or father. More importantly, studies indicate 
that adolescents who spend a good deal of time with their 
parents also spend a good deal of time with their friends. 

Thus, rather than drawing distinctions between par- 
ent-oriented and peer-oriented adolescents, it makes 
more sense to distinguish between adolescents who have 
a lot of social contact and enjoy a great deal of support 
from others (both family and friends) and those who are 
socially isolated or lonely (Scholte, van Lieshout, & van 
Aken, 2001). Chronically lonely teenagers are more sensi- 
tive to being rejected, less likely to expect social situations 
to be fun, and, as a consequence, less likely to accept 
invitations from others to get together, which only 
strengthens their sense of isolation (Vanhalst et al., 2015; 
Vanhalst et al., 2018). They do not experience the normal 
and adaptive reaffiliation motive that most of us have, 
which prompts us to reconnect with others when we feel 
lonely (Qualter et al., 2015). Similarly, brain scans of 
socially anxious teenagers show that they experience less 
activation in reward regions when anticipating feedback 
from peers (Spielberg, Jarcho, et al., 2015). Unfortu- 
nately, adolescents who have negative expectations of 
their peers are more likely to form hostile relationships 
with friends and romantic partners (Loeb et al., 2016). 

Unfortunately, loneliness in adolescence is associated 
with all sorts of psychological and physical problems, 
including frequent illness, disturbed sleep, hyperaware- 
ness of social threats, and lower responsiveness to social 
rewards. As a consequence, lonely adolescents are more 
likely to hold negative views of themselves and others and 
to be especially sensitive to rejection. These reactions 
entrap lonely adolescents in a vicious cycle: The lonelier 
they feel, the more likely they are to notice things that 
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Figure 10.5 Lonely adolescents are more sensitive to 
social rejection and less sensitive to social rewards, 
increasing their feelings of isolation and making them 
feel even more lonely. (Goossens, 2018) 


confirm their negative preconceptions about social rela- 
tionships, which increases their feelings of social isola- 
tion (Goossens, 2018) (see Figure 10.5). 

The quality of adolescents' peer and family relation- 
ships are closely linked (Flynn et al., 2018; Kretschmer 
et al., 2016). In other words, we can see features of adoles- 
cents' relationships with their parents and their parents' 
marital relationship—how close they are, how emotionally 
reactive they are, how they deal with conflict, and so 
forth—in their relationships with their friends and roman- 
tic partners (Ackerman et al., 2013; Cook, Blair, & 
Buehler, 2018; Fosco et al., 2016; Trifan & Stattin, 2015). 

On a theoretical level, this provides support for both 
social learning and attachment-based views of adoles- 
cent intimacy, in that it suggests that the lessons young 
people learn in close relationships at home provide a 
template for the close relationships they form with oth- 
ers. Teenagers whose relationships with parents are emo- 
tionally close but not very individuated tend to stay 
longer in romantic relationships, even when the relation- 
ships are not very good, suggesting that difficulties in 
establishing healthy autonomy at home may carry over 
to romantic relationships (Smetana & Gettmen, 2006). 
One approach to improving the peer relationships of 
adolescents who are having difficulties might be to focus 
on improving the quality of their relationships at home 
(Updegraff et al., 2002). 

Studies of adolescents' preferences for social support 
similarly show that the likelihood of turning to a peer 
during a time of trouble increases during adolescence but 
that the likelihood of turning to a parent does not change. 
Between ages 7 and 14, the amount of support children 
receive from their immediate family remains fairly 
constant, while the amount of support received from 
friends increases (Levitt, 
Guacci-Franci, & Levitt, 1993). 
In other words, even though 
adolescents begin to see their 
friends as increasingly import- 
ant sources of emotional sup- 
port, they do not cease needing 


reaffiliation motive 

The normal and adaptive 
motivation that most of us 
have, which prompts us to 
reconnect with others when 
we feel lonely. 
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social support 

The extent to which an 
individual receives emotional 
or instrumental assistance from 
his or her social network. 
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or using their parents for the same purpose. What seems 
to occur, instead, is that adolescents develop preferences 
for social support that vary as a function of the specific 
issue. Nevertheless, among children, support from par- 
ents is more effective than support from friends in dimin- 
ishing the adverse physiological effects of stress; during 
adolescence, the reverse is true (Hostinar, Johnson, & 
Gunnar, 2015; Miller et al., 2017). 

Adolescents typically feel freer to express anger during 
arguments with family members than during arguments 
with friends, presumably because anger may lead to the 
end of a friendship but rarely would it cause the end of a 
family relationship (Laursen, 1993). Perhaps because of 
this, adolescents report more angry feelings after con- 
flicts with their parents than after conflicts with their 
friends (Adams & Laursen, 2001). And when asked to 
recall key events in their past that contributed to their 
sense of identity, college students’ reminiscences of their 
relationships with their parents more often emphasize 
conflict and separation, whereas their recollections of 
their relationships with their friends more often empha- 
size closeness (McLean & Thorne, 2003). 

There are important differences between adolescents’ 
relationships with mothers versus fathers. In general, ado- 
lescents interact much more often with, are closer to, and 
argue more with their mother than with their father, a 
pattern seen among males as well as females and across a 
variety of cultures (Fuligni, 1998). Of their two parents, 
adolescents see their mother as being more understand- 
ing, more accepting, and more willing to negotiate and as 
less judgmental, less guarded, and less defensive. The dif- 
ference between perceptions of mothers and fathers is 
especially large among girls: As a rule, the mother-daughter 
relationship tends to be the closest, and the father-daughter 
relationship the least intimate, with mother-son and 
father-son relationships falling in between (Noller & Callan, 
1990; Rice & Mulkeen, 1995). 

In summary, an important transition in intimate rela- 
tionships takes place during early adolescence. Peers 
become the most important source of companionship 
and intimate self-disclosure, surpassing parents and sib- 
lings (Larson & Richards, 1991; Villalobos Solis, Smet- 
ana, & Comer, 2015). Peers become increasingly 
important targets of intimacy not simply because they are 
similar in age but because they grow up in a different 
family. As adolescents begin the process of individuation, 
they often need to seek intimacy outside the family as a 
means of establishing an identity beyond their family 
role. Although this shift in intimacy is normative, a shift 
in primary attachment figures at this age is not: Adoles- 
cents who report that their 
strongest attachment is to a 
friend or romantic partner are 
more likely to have insecure 
attachments with their parents 
(Freeman & Brown, 2001). 


The Different Roles of Parents and Peers  Adoles- 
cents have very different sorts of intimate relationships 
with parents and peers, and these differences point to 
different ways in which mothers, fathers, and friends con- 
tribute to social development. Even in close families, parent- 
adolescent relations are characterized by an imbalance of 
power. Parents are nurturers, advice givers, and teachers 
whom adolescents turn to for their experience and exper- 
tise. Adolescents' interactions with their friends are more 
mutual, more balanced, and more likely to provide them 
with opportunities to express alternative views and engage 
in an equal exchange of feelings and beliefs. Conflicts 
between adolescents and their parents are relatively more 
likely to end with a “winner” and a “loser,” whereas con- 
flicts between adolescents and their friends are relatively 
more likely to end in compromise or, at least, equal out- 
comes (Adams & Laursen, 2001). 

Rather than viewing one type of relationship as more 
or less intimate than the other, it is more accurate to say 
that intimacy with parents and with peers are both 
important. Intimacy with parents provides opportunities 
to learn from those older and wiser; intimacy with friends 
provides opportunities to share experiences with individ- 
uals who have a similar perspective and degree of exper- 
tise. Adolescents who have strong attachments to both 
parents and peers are better adjusted than those who have 
strong attachments in one type of relationship but not the 
other (Laible, Carlo, & Raffaelli, 2000). In addition, the 
positive impact of having supportive friends in adoles- 
cence is greater when an adolescent also has supportive 
parents (Helsen, Vollebergh, & Meeus, 2000). Shy ado- 
lescents seem especially likely to benefit from having sup- 
portive parents (Barstead et al., 2018). 

The different functions of intimacy with parents and 
peers are nicely illustrated in studies of school transitions. 
Changing schools during adolescence can sometimes be 
stressful, and social support—emotional or instrumental 
assistance from others—can help buffer adolescents 
against the potential negative effects of stress (Hauser & 
Bowlds, 1990). Support from family members is more 
predictive of adaptation to the demands of the new 
school, as indexed by grades and attendance, but support 
from peers is more predictive of psychological well-being. 
The absence of peer support appears to be especially crit- 
ical for boys, perhaps because girls are more likely than 
boys to seek out other sources of support when their 
peers do not provide it. 

A lack of support from parents or from friends in 
school is associated with low self-worth and poorer social 
adjustment. Social support from one source (such as the 
family) can be especially important when other sources 
of support (such as friends) are lacking. Accordingly, 
having a supportive family is more important for the 
healthy adjustment of adolescents who do not have a 
close friend, whereas support from friends or romantic 
partners is more crucial among adolescents whose 


family relationships are strained (Szwedo, Hessel, & 
Allen, 2017). An absence of social support may be espe- 
cially problematic for ethnic minority youth, who often 
rely on peers to provide emotional support in the face of 
stress and other difficulties associated with living in 
high-risk environments (Benner, 2011; Stanton-Salazar & 
Spina, 2005). 

Having support from parents, siblings, or nonschool 
friends does not fully compensate for a lack of support 
from classmates, though, and having support from sib- 
lings, classmates, or others does not fully compensate for 
a lack of support from parents (East & Rook, 1992; Gore 
& Aseltine, 1995). Optimal social development during 
adolescence may require healthy relationships with both 
parents and peers (Ciarrochi et al., 2017; Jose, Ryan, & 
Pryor, 2012; Waters, Lester, & Cross, 2014). In other 
words, family relationships and peer relationships influ- 
ence, rather than compete with, each other. 

Although the importance of peer relationships 
undoubtedly increases during adolescence, the signifi- 
cance of family relationships does not decline so much as 
it narrows in focus. Parents do not cease to be important 
sources of influence or targets of intimacy. Throughout 
adolescence, parents and teenagers remain close, parents 
(especially mothers) remain important confidants, and 
both mothers and fathers continue to be significant influ- 
ences on the adolescent’s behavior and decisions. Having 
a supportive relationship with one parent can compen- 
sate somewhat from a less close relationship with the 
other (Rueger et al., 2014). That said, peers take on an 
increasingly important role in the individual’s social life 
over the course of adolescence (Brown & Larson, 2009). 
Although peers do not replace parents, they make unique 
and influential contributions to the adolescent’s social 
development. 


Other Individuals as Targets of Intimacy Intimacy 
in sibling relationships is complicated and often includes 
a mix of affection and rivalry (East, 2009). Generally, 
adolescents say they are less intimate with siblings than 
with their parents or friends (Buhrmester & Furman, 
1987). Adolescents fight more with brothers and sisters 
than they do with close friends, and their arguments with 
siblings tend to be resolved less often by giving in or by 
letting things slide than through the intervention of par- 
ents (Raffaelli, 1997). Over the course of adolescence, 
conflict between siblings decreases, but this may be due 
to the fact that siblings spend less time together in adoles- 
cence than they did in childhood as they become involved 
in close friendships, romantic relationships, and extracur- 
ricular activities. Although overt conflict between siblings 
declines during adolescence, so do warmth and close- 
ness. Early adolescence is the low point in sibling rela- 
tionships, but even college students report ambivalent 
feelings about their brothers and sisters (Stocker, 
Lanthier, & Furman, 1997). 
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Comparatively little is known about intimacy with 
members of adolescents’ extended family or with nonfa- 
milial adults such as teachers or coaches. Contact with 
extended family is infrequent for many adolescents 
because those family members often live outside the 
adolescent's immediate area. There is a slight increase 
in intimacy with extended family members during child- 
hood but an especially steep drop-off in intimacy with 
grandparents and other extended family members 
between childhood and adolescence (Creasey & 
Kaliher, 1994; Levitt, Guacci-Franci, & Levitt, 1993). 
Nevertheless, adolescents benefit from having grand- 
parents involved in their life (Yorgason, Padilla-Walker, 
& Jackson, 2011), and having frequent high-quality 
interactions with their grandparents is associated with 
more favorable feelings toward the elderly (Flamion 
et al., 2019). 

Although a decline in intimacy with grandparents is 
often observed during adolescence, this is not as com- 
mon among adolescents who are living with a single, 
divorced mother (Dunifon, 2013). Divorce is associated 
with increased contact between adolescents and their 
grandparents, especially between adolescents and their 
maternal grandfathers. Ties to grandmothers are espe- 
cially strong among Black adolescents, particularly 
among girls from divorced households (Hirsch, Mickus, 
& Boerger, 2002). 

Researchers also have asked whether relationships 
between adolescents and nonfamilial adults in schools, 
workplaces, or neighborhoods can play a significant role 
in teenagers' lives. Indeed, studies suggest that the devel- 
opment of relationships with nonfamilial adults is a nor- 
mative part of adolescence, not a sign of difficulties at 
home (Beam, Chen, & Greenberger, 2002; Rhodes & 
Lowe, 2009), and that relationships with positive role 
models outside the family, such as mentors, contribute to 
healthy development above and beyond the contribution 
of family relationships and well into late adolescence and 
even adulthood (Chang et al., 2010; Haddad, Chen, & 
Greenberger, 2011; Miranda-Chan et al., 2016). Close 
friendships may develop naturally between adolescents 
and their teachers or work supervisors or can be culti- 
vated through community organizations, such as Big 
Brothers/Big Sisters or similar programs designed to pair 
young people—especially those under stress—with sup- 
portive and caring adults. Unfortunately, low-income 
youth are less likely than their peers to develop relation- 
ships with naturally occurring mentors (as opposed to 
mentors whom they meet through organized programs) 
(Raposa et al., 2018). 

Linking an adolescent with a mentor is one of the 
most important components of successful youth pro- 
grams (Theokas & Lerner, 2006). The benefits of having 
a Big Brother or Big Sister are especially great among 
adolescents with more difficulties at home, such as those 
living in foster care (Rhodes, Haight, & Briggs, 1999). 
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Not all close relationships with nonparental adults bene- 
fit adolescents’ development, however: Adolescent boys 
who have close friendships with young adult men are 
more likely to engage in antisocial behavior when they 
perceive their older friends as likely to condone or com- 
mit antisocial acts themselves (Greenberger, Chen, & 
Beam, 1998). 


Friendships with the Other Sex 


Not until late adolescence do close friendships with oth- 
er-sex peers begin to be important. Studies of preadoles- 
cents and young teenagers point to very strong sex 
segregation in adolescents’ friendships, with boys rarely 
reporting friendships with girls and girls rarely reporting 
friendships with boys, at least until middle adolescence 
(Galambos, Berenbaum, & McHale, 2009). 


Origins of the “Sex Cleavage.” The schism between 
boys and girls during early adolescence results from vari- 
ous factors. First, despite whatever changes may have 
taken place in American society in sex-role socialization 
during the past 60 years, it is still the case that preadoles- 
cent and early adolescent boys and girls have different 
interests, engage in different sorts of peer activities, and 
perceive themselves to be different from each other 
(Galambos, Berenbaum, & McHale, 2009). The “sex 
cleavage” in adolescent friendships results more from 
adolescents’ preferring members of the same sex—and the 
activities they engage in—than from their actually dislik- 
ing members of the other sex. Boys express more positive 
feelings about their female classmates than vice versa 
(Bukowski, Sippola, & Hoza, 1999). 

The transitional period—between same-sex nonsexual 
relationships and other-sex sexual ones—can be a trying 
time for adolescents. This period usually coincides with 
the peer group’s shift from same-sex cliques to mixed-sex 
crowds. The interpersonal strains and anxieties inherent 
in the transition show up in the teasing, joking around, 
and overt discomfort that young adolescents so often dis- 
play in situations that are a little too close to being roman- 
tic or sexual. One reason for the mutual physical 
playfulness that boys and girls engage in is that it satisfies 
normal curiosity about sexual feelings while being ambig- 
uous enough to be denied as motivated by romantic inter- 
est. Whereas rough play—play fighting—between boys is 
typically done to show who is dominant, the same behav- 
ior between boys and girls is often semisexual in nature— 
what some have labeled “poke and push courtship” 
(Pellegrini, 2003). 

These observations support the claim that intimacy 
between adolescent boys and girls is relatively slow to 
develop and generally is tinged with an air of sexuality. 
Contrary to the idea that cross-sex intimacy comes to 
replace intimacy with peers of the same sex, however, 
intimate friendships between adolescents of the same sex 


are not displaced by the emergence of intimacy between 
adolescent males and females. Although the likelihood of 
other-sex peers appearing on adolescents’ lists of people 
who are important to them increases during early and 
middle adolescence and although the amount of time 
adolescents spend with other-sex peers increases as well, 
the number of same-sex peers listed also increases or 
remains constant, and time spent with same-sex peers 
does not decline. However, there are substantial individ- 
ual differences in patterns of time allocation to same- and 
other-sex relationships. Some adolescents shift their 
energy from same-sex friends to other-sex relationships 
early and abruptly, others do so gradually over the course 
of high school, and still others do not shift their focus at 
all (Zimmer-Gembeck, 1999). 

When females do include other-sex peers on their list 
of important people, the boys they mention are often 
older and often from another school; when boys list girls 
as important friends, they generally are of the same age or 
younger (Poulin & Pedersen, 2007). Consequently, the 
increase in time spent with other-sex peers that occurs in 
adolescence takes place much earlier among girls than 
boys; by 11th grade, the average girl spends 10 hours each 
week alone with a boy, compared to only 5 hours per 
week spent by the average boy alone with a girl. Young 
adolescents of both sexes spend a lot of time thinking 
about the other sex but relatively little time with them. As 
adolescents get older, the time they spend thinking about 
the other sex tends to be increasingly associated with neg- 
ative moods, perhaps because the fantasies about the 
other sex experienced in early adolescence come to be 
replaced by unrequited longings for romantic companion- 
ship (Richards et al., 1998). 


As cross-sex relationships begin to develop, adolescents may 
mask their anxieties by teasing and joking around with mem- 
bers of the other sex. Hammond HSN/Design Pics 


Some Functions of Other-Sex Friendships 
Although the emergence of close other-sex friendships in 
early adolescence is not explicitly in the context of 
romance, it sets the stage for later romantic experiences 
(Connolly & MclIsaac, 2009; Savickaitė et al., 2019). In 
early and middle adolescence, age differences in other-sex 
friendships are similar to those seen between dating part- 
ners, with boys generally older than their female friends, 
rather than the reverse (Montgomery & Sorell, 1998). In 
addition, adolescents who have more other-sex friends 
than their peers early in adolescence tend to enter into 
romantic relationships at an earlier age and tend to have 
longer romantic relationships (Feiring, 1999). This could 
be due to many factors, including the adolescent’s use of 
the pool of other-sex friends to “rehearse” for later roman- 
tic relationships (Kreager et al., 2016) or to develop a 
social network that is used to meet potential romantic 
partners later on (Connolly, Furman, & Konarski, 2000). 
In any case, even preadolescents as young as 9 differenti- 
ate between cross-sex relationships that are platonic and 
those that are romantic (Connolly et al., 1999). 

Not all relationships between males and females in 
adolescence are romantic, of course, and having close, 
other-sex friendships is a common experience (Connolly 
& Mclsaac, 2009; Kuttler, La Greca, & Prinstein, 1999). 
Interestingly, two very different types of adolescents 
appear to have close other-sex friends: adolescents who 
are socially competent and highly popular with same-sex 
peers, and adolescents who are socially incompetent and 
highly unpopular with same-sex peers (Bukowski, Sippola, 
& Hoza, 1999). 

Among boys, having an other-sex friend compensates 
for not having same-sex friends, leading to more positive 
mental health than is seen among boys without any 
friends at all. Among girls, however, the results are 
mixed. Although some studies have found that for girls 
“there is no advantage, or perhaps there is even a disad- 
vantage, to having a friendship with a boy” (Bukowski, 
Sippola, & Hoza, 1999, p. 457), others have found that, 
among less sexually advanced girls, having platonic 
friendships with boys is associated with a more positive 
body image—perhaps because these friendships permit 
girls to feel that boys like them for themselves, without 
the added cost of feeling pressured to have sex (Com- 
pian, Gowen, & Hayward, 2004). The downside is that 
having male friends increases girls’ likelihood of being 
involved in antisocial behavior (Arndorfer & Stormshak, 
2008; Mrug, Borch, & Cillessen, 2011; Poulin, Denalt, & 
Pedersen, 2011), especially if their male friends are anti- 
social (Cauffman, Farruggia, & Goldweber, 2008). (One 
of the ways through which parental monitoring deters 
adolescent girls’ substance use is by limiting their friend- 
ships with boys [Poulin & Denault, 2012].) Another 
potential cost is that many cross-sex friendships draw 
females into caregiving roles, reinforcing traditional 
sex-role stereotypes. 
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Platonic friendships between adolescent males and females 
often prepare the adolescent for the transition into romantic 
relationships. Shutterstock 


All things considered, boys have more to gain from 
friendships with girls than vice versa. Having an intimate 
relationship with an other-sex peer is more strongly 
related to boys’ general level of interpersonal intimacy 
than it is to girls’ (Buhrmester & Furman, 1987). Whereas 
boys report that their friendships with girls are more 
rewarding than their friendships with other boys, girls do 
not describe their friendships with boys as more reward- 
ing than their friendships with other girls (Thomas & 
Daubman, 2001). These findings are not surprising, given 
that adolescents’ friendships with girls (regardless of 
whether they themselves are male or female) tend to be 
more intimate and supportive than their friendships with 
boys (Kuttler, La Greca, & Prinstein, 1999). 


Dating and Romantic 
Relationships 


Dating plays a very different role in adolescents’ lives 
today than it did in previous times (Connolly & Mclsaac, 
2009). In earlier eras, dating was not so much a recre- 
ational activity (as it is today) as a part of the process of 
courtship and mate selection. Individuals would date in 
order to ready themselves for marriage, and unmarried 
individuals would play the field—under the watchful eyes 
of chaperones-for a relatively long period before settling 
down (Montgomery, 1996). At the turn of the twentieth 
century, most individuals did not marry until their mid- 
20s. The first half of the twentieth century saw a gradual 
decline in the average age of marriage, however, and as a 
result, individuals began dating more seriously at an ear- 
lier age. By the mid-1950s, the average age at first mar- 
riage in the United States had fallen to 20 among women 
and 22 among men—which means that substantial 
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numbers of individuals were in premarital relationships 
during high school and marrying during their late adoles- 
cent years. 

The function of adolescent dating changed as individ- 
uals began to marry later and later—a trend that began in 
the mid-1950s and continues today (see Figure 10.6). 
Now, the average age at which people marry is consider- 
ably later than it was 50 years ago—about age 27 for 
women and 30 for men, although the age at which cou- 
ples begin living together has not changed (Manning, 
Brown, & Payne, 2014; U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). This, 
of course, gives high school dating a whole new meaning 
because today it is clearly divorced from its function in 
mate selection. Adults continue to regulate and monitor 
adolescent dating in order to prevent rash or impulsive 
commitments to early marriage (Laursen & Jensen- 
Campbell, 1999), but in the minds of most young people, 
high school dating has little to do with finding a potential 
spouse. Nor do today’s adolescents see cohabitation 
(living together) as a substitute for marriage (Manning, 
Longmore, & Giordano, 2007). 

Romantic relationships during adolescence are very 
common: One-fourth of American 12-year-olds, one-half 
of 15-year-olds, and more than two-thirds of 18-year-olds 
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report having had a romantic relationship in the past 18 
months. Despite this, adolescent romance has not 
received a great deal of research attention. One reason 
researchers know so little about romantic relationships in 
adolescence is that few of them last more than a couple of 
months. In one study (Furman et al., 2019), the average 
respondent reported having had more than 10 romantic 
relationships before the age of 25! 

There has been a substantial decline in the past three 
decades in the proportion of adolescents who have gone 
out on a date, however (see Figure 10.7). Whether this 
reflects a drop in adolescents’ interest in romance and sex 
(which is probably unlikely) or a decrease in the popular- 
ity of going out isn’t known for sure, although some have 
speculated that teenagers’ interest in online socializing 
has led more of them to spend time at home (Twenge & 
Park, 2019). That is, fewer adolescents are “going out” on 
dates but are “dating” electronically instead through texts 
or social media. How this affects the development of 
interpersonal skills within romantic relationships is not 
known, although one study found that frequent use of 
technology-based communication with romantic partners 
was associated with lower social competence, especially 
among boys (Nesi et al., 2017). 
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Figure 10.6 The median age at marriage in the United States declined from 1900 through the mid-1950s but rose 
markedly during the second half of the twentieth century. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. (2020). Marriage rates in the US over the last century. Current population survey. Washington, DC: Author. 
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/families/marital.html. 


PPL PP PP LP af 


Gone on a date (%) ever 


° 990- 1994 
Years 


As is the case with platonic cross-sex friendships, girls 
tend to become romantically involved with boys who are 
slightly older, whereas boys tend to become involved with 
girls who are the same age or younger. Because the aver- 
age duration of romantic relationships during the middle 
high school years is about 6 months, most adolescents 
report having experienced a breakup during the last year. 
Perhaps as a way of protecting themselves from more 
pain than is necessary, most teenagers say that they were 
in control of the breakup (either alone or by mutual 
agreement) (Connolly & McIsaac, 2009). Nevertheless, 
as you will read later in this chapter, the breakup of a 
romantic relationship is a significant source of distress 
for many adolescents, and, as you read earlier, the ups 
and downs of romantic life often dominate conversations 
between friends. 


Dating and the Development 
of Intimacy 


Contemporary discussions of adolescent romance draw 
on Sullivan’s theory of interpersonal development, attach- 
ment theory, and ecological perspectives on development 
(Connolly & McIsaac, 2009). From Sullivan comes the 
idea that there is a developmental progression in individ- 
uals’ capacity for intimacy, with the emergence of roman- 
tic relationships occurring after individuals have 
experienced emotional closeness within same-sex friend- 
ships. From attachment theory comes the idea that indi- 
viduals differ in the quality of their romantic relationships 
and that these differences are paralleled by differences in 
the relationships individuals have with parents and peers. 
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Figure 10.7 There has been a substantial 
decline in the past three decades in the 
proportions of 8th-, 1Oth-, and 12th-graders 
who have gone out on a date. 

(Twenge & Park, 2019) 
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And from the ecological perspective comes the idea that 
romantic relationships, like all relationships, need to be 
viewed within the social context in which they occur. 


The Nature and Significance of Romance The 
capacity for intimacy, which initially develops out of same- 
sex friendships, eventually is brought into romantic rela- 
tionships, which for the vast majority of adolescents are 
with members of the other sex. In this sense, relationships 
between romantic partners are better thought of as a con- 
text in which intimacy is expressed rather than where it is 
learned. Consistent with this, the quality of adolescents’ 
friendships is predictive of the quality of their subsequent 
romantic relationships, whereas the reverse is not true 
(Connolly, Furman, & Konarski, 2000). 

Romantic relationships play a different role in the 
development of intimacy for females than for males. In 
many cultures, boys are not encouraged to develop the 
capacity to be emotionally expressive, particularly in their 
relationships with other males. During middle adoles- 
cence, girls are better than boys at self-disclosure and 
interpersonal understanding, so when adolescents first 
start having serious romantic relationships, girls generally 
are better at being intimate. Early sexual relationships are 
far more likely to revolve around love, emotional involve- 
ment, and intimacy for girls than for boys (Montgomery, 
2005; Shulman & Scharf, 2000). 

In other words, for girls romantic relationships pro- 
vide a context for the further expression of intimacy, 
whereas for boys they provide a context for the further 
development of intimacy. Relationships with the other sex, 
therefore, play a more important role in the development 
of intimacy among boys than among girls, who, on 
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average, develop and experience intimacy earlier with 
same-sex friends than boys do (Buhrmester & Furman, 
1987). The way a girl interacts with her boyfriend is more 
strongly related to the girl’s internal working model of 
relationships than the boy’s, perhaps because girls’ greater 
prior experience with intimacy has led them to better 
align how they behave with how they really feel (Furman 
& Simon, 2006). 

Although boys’ capacity for intimacy may lag behind 
girls’, it is important not to confuse ability with aspiration. 
In the past, much was made of the different meanings of 
romantic relationships to adolescent males and females, 
but today it appears that the sexes are more similar than 
different in how their romantic relationships develop (Con- 
nolly & Mclsaac, 2009). The stereotype of the emotionally 
stunted but swaggering boy who enters into a romantic 
relationship purely for sex and uses his power and influ- 
ence to get it no longer appears accurate, although adoles- 
cent couples are more likely to have intercourse when the 
girl reports that her boyfriend holds the power in the rela- 
tionship (Giordano, Manning, & Longmore, 2010). Boys 
are often more awkward and less confident than the girls 
they are dating and just as eager to be emotionally close. 
Here’s a 17-year-old talking about his girlfriend: 


She kept insisting I wasnt going to work out and I kept 
insisting I wanted to try it and one night, and like I said I 
couldnt sleep, and I wrote her a letter, front and back, crying 
the whole time and then I handed the letter to her the next 
morning. . . . It was really emotional, like how she hurt me 
and how it wasnt right. (Giordano, Longmore, & Manning, 
2006, p. 277) 


Or how about this 18-year-old young man: 


I guess she was more mature than I was and I guess I wasnt 
on her level you know because she wanted to do it [have sex] 
more than I did. . . . she said that I wasn't mature enough 
and you know all that stuff. . . . I was too young, I was scared, 
I didn't know what I was doing I wasn't ready for it. I think 

I felt like I was too young. . .. she was my girlfriend and 
that's what she wanted. (Giordano, Longmore, & Manning, 
2006, p. 281) 


There are also important cultural differences in how 
adolescents approach dating: In one study, Latinx adoles- 
cents were more likely to emphasize romantic aspects of 
the relationship and were more willing to accept tradi- 
tional views of the roles of males and females in relation- 
ships, whereas Black adolescents were more pragmatic 
and egalitarian in their attitudes (Milbrath, Ohlson, & 
Eyre, 2009). 


The Role of Context The age at which dating begins 
is influenced by the norms and expectations in the ado- 
lescent’s community. Romantic relationships are more 
common at a younger age in other industrialized coun- 
tries than in North America, but by late adolescence, 
rates of dating are similar. Within the United States and 


Canada, Asian adolescents are less likely than other ado- 
lescents to date, whereas the prevalence of dating is very 
similar among Black, Latinx, Native American, and White 
adolescents, although some studies find that Latinx girls 
start dating at a later age than either Black or White girls 
(Connolly & MclIsaac, 2009). Westernization is leading 
many adolescents from Asian cultures to develop inter- 
ests in dating at an earlier age than is typical within their 
culture (Dhariwal & Connolly, 2013). 

Although early maturers begin dating somewhat 
earlier than late maturers (Lam et al., 2002; Neemann, 
Hubbard, & Masten, 1995), age norms within the adoles- 
cent's school and peer group are more important in deter- 
mining the age at which dating begins than is the 
adolescent's physical maturity. In other words, a physi- 
cally immature 14-year-old who goes to school where it is 
expected that 14-year-olds will date is more likely to date 
than is a physically mature 14-year-old who lives in a com- 
munity where dating is typically delayed until age 16. 
Consistent with this, adolescents who begin a romantic 
relationship at an earlier age than was normative in their 
school reported more problems than those whose dating 
began at an age that was more customary among their 
classmates (van Zantvliet, Ivanova, & Verbakel, 2020). 
(As you will read, early dating in general is associated 
with more psychological problems, but it isn't clear 
whether early dating is a cause or consequence of them.) 

Early maturers whose peers are dating are especially 
likely to date early (Friedlander et al., 2007). Dating also 
begins earlier among adolescents who have older siblings, 
who are less close to their parents, and who live with sin- 
gle mothers, especially if the mother is sexually active (de 
Graaf et al., 2012; Tyrell et al., 2016). Family instability 
(changes in parents' marital status through divorce or 
remarriage) is associated with dating, especially among 
boys, with adolescents from more unstable families more 
likely to date and more likely to have multiple romantic 
partners (Valle & Tillman, 2014). Whether this is due to 
less vigilant parental monitoring, a desire on the part of 
the adolescent to escape a difficult home environment, or 
both is not known (Cavanagh, Crissey, & Raley, 2008). 


Patterns of Dating "Dating" can mean a variety of 
different things, from group activities that bring males 
and females together (without much actual contact 
between the sexes), to group dates in which a group of 
boys and girls go out jointly (and spend part of the time 
in couples and part of the time in the larger group), to 
casual dating in couples, to serious involvement with a 
boyfriend or girlfriend (Carlson & Rose, 2012). Gener- 
ally, casual socializing with other-sex peers and experi- 
ences in a mixed-sex social network occur before the 
development of romantic relationships (Connolly & 
Mclsaac, 2009). 

As a consequence, more adolescents have experience 
in mixed-sex group activities such as parties or dances 


than in dating, and more have dated than have had a seri- 
ous boyfriend or girlfriend, or a sexual relationship (Con- 
nolly et al., 2004; O’Sullivan et al., 2007). However, 
involvement in one-on-one romantic relationships does 
not replace same-sex or mixed-sex group activities; like 
other aspects of intimacy in adolescence, new forms of 
relationships are added to the adolescent’s repertoire 
while old ones are retained. The sequence of transitioning 
into romantic relationships follows similar patterns across 
ethnic groups, although Asian American youth appear to 
make this transition at a somewhat later stage than their 
peers from other backgrounds, consistent with other find- 
ings on ethnic differences in beliefs about the appropriate 
age at which adolescents should begin dating and engag- 
ing in other adultlike activities (Connolly et al., 2004). 

Even for adolescents with a history of intimate friend- 
ships with same- and other-sex peers, the transition into 
romantic relationships can be difficult. In one study in 
which adolescents were asked to discuss social situations 
they thought were difficult, themes having to do with 
communicating with the other sex were mentioned fre- 
quently. Many adolescents discussed difficulty in initiat- 
ing or maintaining conversations in person (“He will 
think I am an idiot,” “Sometimes you don’t know, if you’re 
like sitting with a guy and you're watching a basketball 
game or something, you don’t know if you should start 
talking or if you should just sit there”) and on the phone 
(“I think it is hard to call. After it’s done with, you don’t 
know how to get off the phone”). Others mentioned prob- 
lems in asking people out (“Asking a girl out on a first 
date—complete panic!”) or in turning people down (“How 
about if you go on a date and you're really not interested, 
but he keeps calling?"). Still others noted problems in 
making or ending romantic commitments (“You don't 
know if you are going out with someone or if you are just 
seeing them,” “It is hard to say, ‘so, are we gonna make a 
commitment?” “I avoided [breaking up] for two weeks 
because I was trying to think of what to say”) (Grover & 
Nangle, 2003, pp. 133-134). 


The Development of Dating 
Relationships 


It is not until late adolescence that dating relationships 
begin to be characterized by a level of emotional depth 
and maturity that can be described as intimate, and it is 
not until late adolescence that individuals develop genu- 
inely deep attachments to individuals other than their 
parents (Furman & Simon, 1999; Montgomery, 2005). 
One study comparing the way adolescents interacted with 
their mother, a close friend, and a romantic partner when 
discussing something like planning a celebration found 
that interactions with romantic partners were character- 
ized by more conflict and fewer positive interactions than 
with friends and by more off-task behavior than with 
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mothers (Furman & Shomaker, 2008). Over the course 
of adolescence, the importance of a romantic partner— 
relative to other relationships—increases, and by college, 
individuals typically name their romantic partner first on 
a list of significant others (up from fourth in grade 7 and 
third in grade 10) (Buhrmester, 1996; Furman & Wehner, 
1994). 

The ways in which adolescents interact with romantic 
partners also changes with development, with increasing 
willingness to acknowledge, analyze, and work through 
disagreements. The major sources of conflict between 
boyfriends and girlfriends are issues related to how the 
relationship is going, such as jealousy, neglect, betrayal, 
dishonesty, and trust (Mclsaac et al., 2008; Norona et al., 
2017). Compared to young adults, adolescents' behavior 
toward their partners is more negative, more controlling, 
and more characterized by jealousy; younger couples who 
have been dating for a long time are especially likely to 
report these problems (Lantagne & Furman, 2017) (see 
Figure 10.8). One study of age differences in couples' 
conflict resolution found that whereas 70% of the adoles- 
cent couples either denied having conflicts or dismissed 
them as insignificant, only 2076 of the young adults did. 
Adolescents whose conversations look more like those of 
the young adults are less likely to break up (Appel & Shul- 
man, 2015; Shulman et al., 2006). 


Reasons for Dating Prior to middle or late adoles- 
cence, dating may be less important for the development 
of intimacy than it is for other purposes, including estab- 
lishing emotional and behavioral autonomy from parents 
(Gray & Steinberg, 1999), furthering the development of 
gender identity (Feiring, 1999), learning about oneself as 
a romantic partner (Furman & Simon, 1999), and estab- 
lishing and maintaining status and popularity in the peer 
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One of the fundamental developmental tasks of adolescence is 
to begin to develop the capacity for intimate, romantic relation- 
ships. Andre  Popov/Shutterstock 
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Negative Interactions 
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Figure 10.8 Compared to young adults, adolescents' behavior toward their partners is more negative, more 
controlling, and more characterized by jealousy; younger couples who have been dating for a long time (i.e., 
22 months, in this study) are especially likely to report these problems. (Lantagne & Furman, 2017) 


group (Brown, 2004). Younger adolescents' choice of dat- 
ing partners may have more to do with how they will be 
seen by others (for example, as “grown up," “macho,” or 
"popular") than with the actual quality of the relationship 
itself. This explains why, between elementary school and 
middle school, there is an increase in girls' attraction to 
"bad boys"—aggressive boys who enjoy high status in the 
peer group (Bukowski, Sippola, & Newcomb, 2000). 


Phases of Romance The development of intimacy 
and more sophisticated social cognitive abilities is paral- 
leled by changes in the ways adolescents think about and 
behave within romantic relationships (Connolly & 
Mclsaac, 2009). The evolution of romance in the adoles- 
cent’s life proceeds through three distinct phases. During 


the first phase (roughly between 11 and 13), adolescents 
first discover an interest in socializing with potential 
romantic and sexual partners. The focus of activity during 
this phase is primarily on learning about themselves, as 
adolescents broaden their self-conceptions to include see- 
ing themselves as a potential romantic partner. Actual 
romantic relationships tend to be short-lived (the average 
romantic relationship at this age lasts only a few weeks), 
though, and are frequently based on superficial infatua- 
tions. Success in socializing with the other sex becomes 
an important determinant of status in the peer group, and 
high-status adolescents generally start dating before their 
lower-status peers. The main purpose of romantic activity 
at this age involves establishing, improving, or maintain- 
ing one's social status. 


During the second phase (from about 14 to 16), ado- 
lescents slowly move toward more meaningful dyadic 
relationships. Dating is very casual and often occurs in a 
group context in which peer networks start to include 
couples who have a special relationship. Although adoles- 
cents are still learning about themselves as romantic and 
sexual partners and are still aware of the way their peers 
view their romantic relationships, they are now suffi- 
ciently involved in the emotional side of romance for this 
to completely overshadow the personal and status con- 
cerns that dominated the earlier phases of romantic 
involvement. Relationships become a source of passion 
and preoccupation-recalling the themes expressed in 
popular love songs that appeal to teenagers. Although 
relationships are more enduring at this age than they were 
during early adolescence, the average romance still lasts 
only about 6 months (Connolly & Mclsaac, 2009). One 
reason for this is that “dating the ‘wrong’ person or con- 
ducting romantic relationships in the ‘wrong’ way can 
seriously damage one's standing in the group. . . .This 
makes it difficult to sustain relationships that are too 
heavily focused inward, on the quality of the interaction 
or needs of the couple" (Brown, 1999, p. 297). 

Finally, toward the later years of high school (around 
17 or 18), concerns about commitment begin to move to 
the forefront as adolescents begin to think about the long- 
term survival and growth of their romantic attachments. 
Often during this stage, there are tensions between part- 
ners' needs for intimacy (which draw them together) and 
their needs for autonomy (which distance them). As con- 
ceptions of romance develop, adolescents come to value 
commitment and caring as features of relationships that 
are as important as passion and pleasure, if not more so 
(Seiffge-Krenke, 2003). Relationships begin to look more 
like those seen among young adults, and couples increas- 
ingly spend time by themselves, rather than in the larger 
peer group. The average romantic relationship at age 18 
lasts more than a year (Connolly & Mclsaac, 2009). The 
quality of someone's romantic relationships has a much 
more significant impact on his or her mental health than 
it did at younger ages (Collibee & Furman, 2015). 

Although the progression through the different phases 
of dating and romance may characterize the development 
of most adolescents, a number of writers interested in the 
experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
questioning (LGBTQ) adolescents have pointed out that 
this picture may be less applicable to LGBTQ youth— 
adolescents who are not exclusively or conventionally het- 
erosexual (Diamond, Savin-Williams, & Dubé, 1999). 
Although great strides have been made in increasing the 
public's tolerance and understanding of sexual-minority 
youth, stigmas and stereotypes still make the develop- 
ment of intimate relationships—whether nonsexual friend- 
ships, dating relationships, or sexual relationships—more 
complicated among LGBTQ youth than among their 
straight peers. 
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For example, because 
LGBTQ youth don’t always 
have the freedom to publicly 
express their romantic and sex- 
ual interests, they often find it 
difficult, if not impossible, to 
engage in many of the social 
and interpersonal activities that 
their heterosexual friends are 
permitted to enjoy. Thus, many 
LGBTQ youth end up pursuing sexual activity outside the 
context of a dating relationship because the prejudices 
and harassment of others may preclude any public dis- 
play of romantic intimacy with a same-sex partner. At the 
same time, for LGBTQ youth who are even somewhat 
open about their sexual identity, the development of 
close, nonsexual friendships with same-sex peers may be 
hampered by the suspicions and homophobia of others. 
As one group of writers explains the special predicament 
faced by LGBTQ adolescents, “A sexual-minority adoles- 
cent may already be privately plagued by the sense that he 
or she is profoundly different from other youths. To have 
this differentness acknowledged and perhaps ridiculed by 
peers may prove intolerable” (Diamond, Savin-Williams, 
& Dubé, 1999). Interestingly, a study of 15-year-olds from 
six different European countries found very similar per- 
centages of boys and girls who said they had dated oppo- 
site-gender peers, same-gender peers, peers of both 
genders, or no one (Költő et al., 2018) (see Figure 10.9). 


LGBTQ youth 


Lesbian, gay, bisexual, 


as sexual-minority youth. 


sexual-minority youth 
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, 


(LGBTQ) youth. 


Sex Differences in Partner Preferences There are 
both age and sex differences in what adolescents look for 
in romantic partners, and these differences parallel what 
is known about age and sex differences in romantic 


The interpersonal challenges of adolescence can be more 
complicated for LGBTQ youth. mangpor2004/Shutterstock 
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Figure 10.9 Proportion of 15-year-olds in six European countries reporting having dated peers of the opposite gender, 
same gender, or both, or who had never dated. (Kóltó et al., 2018) 


relationships. During middle adolescence, boys are more 
likely than girls to emphasize physical attractiveness and 
girls are more likely than boys to place more weight on 
interpersonal qualities, such as support or intimacy, 
although controlled studies, in which characteristics of 
potential dates are experimentally manipulated, find that 
girls are influenced more by attractiveness than they 


think they are (Ha, Overbeek, & Engels, 2010). By late 
adolescence, both sexes emphasize interpersonal quali- 
ties, and the ingredients of a satisfying relationship are 
very similar for males and females (and quite similar to 
those mentioned by adults): passion, communication, 
commitment, emotional support, and togetherness 
(Collins, 2003). 


The Impact of Dating on Adolescent 
Development 


When considering the impact of dating on adolescents’ 
development and mental health, it is important to differ- 
entiate between group and couple activities. Participating 
in mixed-sex activity in group situations—going to parties 
or dances, for example—has a positive impact on the psy- 
chological well-being of adolescents because at this stage 
of development, participating in these activities is status 
enhancing. 

The impact of more serious dating is complicated and 
depends on the adolescent’s age. Early starters (those 
who enter into dating relationships well before their 
peers) and late bloomers (those who do not have a roman- 
tic relationship until young adulthood) may both be at 
risk, although for different reasons and with different con- 
sequences. This is not to say that dating is not a valuable 
interpersonal experience for the adolescent, just that its 
benefits may only accrue among teenagers who begin dat- 
ing at a certain age. 


Early Starters Entering into a serious romantic rela- 
tionship before it is normative (say, before age 15) is asso- 
ciated with a wide range of negative correlates (Connolly 
et al., 2013; Furman & Collibee, 2014; Orpinas et al., 
2013). This is probably true for both sexes, but research- 
ers have focused primarily on girls because boys are less 
likely to begin serious dating quite so early. Even so, the 
few studies that have looked at early dating among boys 
do not show consistent effects. 

The links between early dating and poorer mental 
health have been reported consistently for more than 
50 years. Girls who begin serious dating early are worse off 
psychologically than their peers: less mature socially, less 
imaginative, less oriented toward achievement, less happy 
with who they are and how they look, more depressed, 
more likely to engage in disordered eating, less likely to 
do well in school, and more likely to be involved in delin- 
quency, substance use, and risky behavior (Beckmeyer, 
2015; Connolly & MclIsaac, 2009). 

Early dating seems to have particularly negative impli- 
cations for White girls (Compian, Gowen, & Hayward, 
2004), girls whose family relationships are more strained 
(Doyle et al., 2003), girls who date older boys (Haydon & 
Halpern, 2010; Loftus, Kelly, & Mustillo, 2011), and girls 
who are early physical maturers (Natsuaki, Biehl, & Ge, 
2009). Adolescents who are unpopular with same-sex 
peers are especially harmed by early serious dating, per- 
haps because having few same-sex friends makes the dat- 
ing relationships all the more important (Brendgen et al., 
2002). Research also shows that adolescents who begin 
dating early and who have multiple dating partners expe- 
rience a drop in the quality of their relationships over 
time (Collins, 2003) and poorer quality relationships in 
young adulthood (Madsen & Collins, 2011). Adolescents 
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who begin dating early are also more likely to be victims 
of dating violence (Halpern et al., 2009). 

A variety of explanations for the link between early 
dating and psychological problems have been offered, but 
before we get ahead of ourselves, let's keep in mind the 
difficulty in distinguishing between cause and effect. 
There are all sorts of reasons that girls with psychological 
problems are more likely to get involved in dating rela- 
tionships at a younger age, and because we cannot ran- 
domly assign some teenagers to date and others to remain 
single, we cannot be sure that early dating actually causes 
problems. 

Early dating may be part of a larger profile that 
includes precocious involvement in many adultlike activi- 
ties (often because girls' dating partners are older), and 
there is a good deal of evidence that this sort of “pseudo- 
maturity" is associated with a range of psychological 
problems (Simons et al., 2018). Because this profile is 
itself associated with many factors known to place adoles- 
cents at risk (poor parenting, early puberty, or family 
instability, for example), it is hard to pinpoint early dating 
as the culprit. One study found, for example, that individ- 
uals who had poorer-quality relationships prior to adoles- 
cence were more likely to be dating at age 15 (Roisman 
et al., 2009). Another found that early dating was associ- 
ated not only with puberty but also with having a sibling 
who was involved in risky behavior, having excessively lax 
parents, and having delinquent friends (Low & Shortt, 
2017). In sum, there is evidence that girls who get involved 
in serious romances at a young age are different from 
their peers even before they begin dating. 

That said, it has been suggested that early dating actually 
has adverse effects on adolescents’ psychological adjust- 
ment. The link between early dating and poor mental health 


The impact of dating on adolescent development depends on 
the age of the adolescent and the intensity of the relationship. 
Early, serious dating may have a negative impact on psycholog- 
ical development. Luxy Images/Getty Images 
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may have something to do with pressures on girls to engage 
in sexual activity before they are willing or psychologically 
ready (Marin et al., 2006). Sexual coercion and date rape 
are common during the high school years (Brown, 2004), 
although as it has become all too clear in recent years, sex- 
ual harassment and sexual assault are by no means limited 
to teenagers. Although boys may feel peer pressure to 
become sexually active, this may be a very different sort of 
pressure—with very different consequences—from what girls 
feel. Because boys generally begin dating at a later age than 
girls and date people who are younger, dating may be less 
anxiety-provoking for boys, who have the advantage of a few 
additional years of “maturity.” 


To Date or Not to Date? About 10% of late adoles- 
cents report having had no serious romantic relation- 
ships, and another 15% have not been in a relationship 
that lasted more than a few months (Connolly & McIsaac, 
2009). In looking at the effects of being a “late bloomer,” 
it is important to distinguish between adolescents who 
delay dating because it is culturally normative to do so (as 
is the case in many Asian American communities) and 
those who delay because they are shy, unattractive, or 
unpopular (Connolly & Mclsaac 2009). Although one 
would think that it is the latter group whose development 
is most at risk, not enough research has been done on late 
bloomers to draw definitive conclusions. 

In general, adolescents who do not date at all show 
signs of retarded social development and feelings of inse- 
curity (Connolly E Mclsaac, 2009), whereas adolescents 
who date and go to parties regularly are more popular, 
have a stronger self-image, and report greater acceptance 
by their friends; they also are more skilled at relational 
aggression, which is often associated with social compe- 
tence (Houser, Mayeux, & Cross, 2015). Conversely, stop- 
ping or cutting back on dating after having dated heavily 
is associated with a drop in self-image and an increase in 
symptoms of depression (Davies & Windle, 2000). 

In contrast to the impact of early serious dating or not 
dating at all, romantic socializing that is developmentally 
appropriate is associated with psychosocial maturity, 
social competence, and school bonding, perhaps because 
school is a setting in which romantic partners have plenty 
of opportunities to see each other (Beckmeyer & Weybright, 
2020). It is not clear, of course, whether age-appropriate 
dating leads to better social development or whether 
more socially advanced adolescents are simply more 
likely to date; both are probably true. But it does seem 
safe to conclude that a moderate degree of dating—and a 
delay in serious involvement until age 15 or so—appears to 
be the most potentially valuable pattern. 

This conclusion must be tempered by the fact that 
characteristics of the romantic partner play a role in shap- 
ing the impact of dating on psychological development. 
Adolescents who are not all that popular to begin with 
but who date popular peers gain in popularity over time, 


and adolescents with problems who date peers whose 
mental health is good show improvements in their 
psychological functioning over time (Simon, Aikins, & 
Prinstein, 2008). It is also the case, just as in the selection 
of friends, that adolescents tend to select romantic part- 
ners with whom they share certain attributes. (Generally 
speaking, the idea that “birds of a feather flock together” 
is more often true than “opposites attract.”) And, as is the 
case with friendships, dating a romantic partner with a 
history of delinquent behavior leads to more antisocial 
behavior, especially among females (Herrera, Wiersma, 
& Cleveland, 2011; Monahan, Dmitrieva, & Cauffman, 
2014). Indeed, once they are romantically involved, ado- 
lescents’ pattern of drinking starts to resemble that of 
their romantic partner more than that of their friends 
(DeLay et al., 2016). 

Regardless of the impact that dating does or doesn’t 
have on adolescents’ psychosocial development, studies 
show that romance has a powerful impact on their emo- 
tional state. Entering into a new relationship leads to 
increases in self-esteem—but only if the relationship is of 
high quality; if it is a low-quality relationship, self-esteem 
suffers (Luciano & Orth, 2017) (see Figure 10.10). 

According to several studies, adolescents’ real and fan- 
tasized relationships trigger more strong emotional feel- 
ings (one-third of girls’ strong feelings and one-quarter of 
boys’) than do family, school, or friends. Not surprisingly, 
the proportion of strong emotions attributed to romantic 
relationships increases dramatically between preadoles- 
cence and early adolescence and between early and mid- 
dle adolescence as well. And although the majority of 
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Figure 10.10 Entering into a new relationship leads to 
increases in self-esteem—but only if the relationship is 
of high quality; if it is a low-quality relationship, self- 
esteem suffers. (Luciano & Orth, 2017) 


adolescents’ feelings about their romantic relationships 
are positive, a substantial minority of their feelings—more 
than 40%, in fact—are negative, involving anxiety, anger, 
jealousy, and depression (Larson, Clore, & Wood, 1999). 

Adolescents who have entered into a romantic rela- 
tionship in the past year report more symptoms of depres- 
sion than do those who have not (Joyner & Udry, 2000). 
One reason for this is that many adolescents who are 
involved romantically also experience breakups during 
the same time period (Chen et al., 2009; Collins, 2003), 
and the breakup of a romantic relationship is the single 
most common trigger of the first episode of major depres- 
sion (Monroe et al., 1999). Breaking up is also associated 
with increases in substance use and delinquency (Hou 
et al., 2013; Larson & Sweeten, 2012). 

Not surprisingly, having negative experiences in 
romantic relationships increases the risk of developing 
psychological problems, such as depression or anxiety 
(Reid et al., 2018). And, as you would expect, negative 
emotions associated with being in a relationship are more 
common among adolescents who are high in rejection 
sensitivity (Downey, Bonica, & Rincon, 1999) or who 
have an insecure working model, especially those who 
form preoccupied attachments to romantic partners 
(because they are unable to fully trust their partner or see 
themselves as worthy of their partner’s affection) (Davila, 
2008). Not surprisingly, adolescents whose parents are 
psychologically controlling, which can lead to anxiety, 
depression, and low self-esteem, are more likely to be high 
in rejection sensitivity (Rowe et al., 2015) and more prone 
to feelings of jealousy in their friendships (Kim, Parker, & 
Walker Marciano, 2017). 

Breaking up does not have severe effects on all adoles- 
cents. Those who are most vulnerable to the potential 
negative consequences of ending a relationship are ado- 
lescents high in rejection sensitivity, those who have expe- 
rienced a series of breakups, those who have other sorts 
of problems (such as binge drinking or involvement in 
delinquency), and, not surprisingly, those who identify 
themselves as the one who was broken up with (rather 
than the breaker-upper) (Connolly & MclIsaac, 2009). 
Although breaking up often leads to a temporary drop in 
self-esteem, adolescents and young adults who are low in 
self-esteem are more likely to experience break-ups, in 
part because people with low self-esteem are less likely to 
have high-quality relationships (Luciano & Orth, 2017). 


Violence in Dating Relationships Unfortunately, 
many romantic relationships in adolescence are charac- 
terized by hostility, aggression, and abuse (Exner-Cortens, 
2014). More distressingly, a high proportion of young 
adolescents believe that physical violence in a relation- 
ship is acceptable. In a study of more than 5,000 Ameri- 
can 6th-graders, over half said that it was acceptable for a 
girl to hit her boyfriend if he had made her mad or jeal- 
ous, and a quarter of the students thought it was fine for 
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Unfortunately, a substantial number of teenagers end up in 
violent or abusive romantic relationships. Pixland/Getty Images 


a boy to hit his girlfriend. Nearly a third of the girls in the 
sample and more than 25% of the boys who either were in 
or had been in a romantic relationship had been physi- 
cally aggressive toward their partner (Simon et al., 2010). 
Although more than half of all parents talk to their ado- 
lescent about dating violence, parents are less likely to 
talk about this topic than about drugs, alcohol, family 
finances, money management, or even the economy 
(Rothman et al., 2011). 

Estimates vary from study to study, but national sur- 
veys find that between 40% and 50% of American adoles- 
cents have been victims of stalking, harassment, or 
violence within the context of a romantic relationship at 
some time (Halpern et al., 2009; Rothman et al., 2020); 
13% of high school girls and 4% of high school boys have 
been the victim of dating violence within the previous 
12 months (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2020). About 25% of dating teenagers report having been 
the victim of “cyber dating abuse” (abuse via technology 
and social media) during the past year (Zweig et al., 
2013). As with other forms of cyberbullying, individuals 
who perpetrate cyber dating abuse are more likely to be 
abusive toward their partners in other ways, such as sex- 
ual coercion and violence (Cava et al., 2020; Temple 
et al., 2016; Zweig et al., 2014). 

Dating abuse increases between early adolescence and 
mid-adolescence and then becomes somewhat less com- 
mon (Foshee et al., 2009), and violence is often associ- 
ated with drinking and drug use (East & Hokoda, 2015; 
H. Reyes et al., 2012; Temple et al., 2013) and exposure to 
stressful life events (Chen & Foshee, 2015). One recent 
study of young adults found, however, that drinking only 
elevates the likelihood of dating violence in relationships 
that are characterized by jealousy and negative interac- 
tions, which are risks for dating violence regardless of 
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Table 10.1 


Percentages of students who witnessed situations and intervened when they had the opportunity. 


Sample who Who intervened among 
witnessed the those who had the 

Situation situation (%) opportunity (%) 

Expressed concern to a friend when | saw their boyfriend or girlfriend 36.7 61.5 
exhibiting very jealous behavior and trying to control my friend 

Heard a friend insulting their partner, and said something to them 27.5 51.3 

Indicated my displeasure when | heard sexist jokes 26.1 35.2 

Indicated my displeasure when | heard catcalls (e.g., whistling 20.2 31.2 
at a girl) 

Approached a friend | thought was in an abusive relationship and let 17:9 54.2 
them know that I’m here to help 

Talked with friends about what makes a relationship abusive and what 17.9 28.3 
warning signs might be 

Saw a man talking to a female friend. He was sitting very close to her, 14.2 47.7 
and by the look on her face, | could see she was uncomfortable. 
| asked her if she was okay or tried to start a conversation with her 

Talked with my friends about sexual assault and relationship abuse 11:9 18.4 
as an issue for our community 

Spoke up when | heard someone say, “She deserved to be raped" 11:5 56.8 

Expressed disagreement with a friend who says having sex with 10.6 44.2 
someone who is passed out or very intoxicated is okay 

Thought through the pros and cons of different ways | could help 7.8 24.6 
when I saw an instance of sexual assault 

Stopped and checked in with my friend who looked very intoxicated 6.4 29.2 
when they were being taken upstairs at party 

Went with my friend to talk with someone (e.g., police, counselor, crisis 3.7 14.0 


center) about an unwanted sexual experience or physical violence 


in their relationship 


Percentage of sample who witnessed the situation consists of participants who had the opportunity to intervene, regardless of whether or not they 
actually intervened. The percentage of those who intervened among those who had the opportunity includes only the participants who intervened 


when given the opportunity. 


(Edwards, Rodenhizer-Stampfli, & Eckstein, 2015) 


whether the couple drinks (Collibee & Furman, 2018; 
Novak & Furman, 2016). 

Because beliefs about the acceptability of violence in 
romantic relationships influence adolescents’ behavior 
toward their partners (Fernández-González, Calvete, & 
Orue, 2019; McNaughton Reyes et al., 2016; Taylor, Sulli- 
van, & Farrell, 2015), adolescents whose friends perpe- 
trate dating violence are themselves more likely to do so 
(Aizpitarte, Alonso-Arbiol, & Van de Vaijver, 2017; Fos- 
hee et al., 2013), as are those who have been exposed to 
violent pornography (Rostad et al., 2019). One survey of 
high school students found that more than 90% of the 
sample had seen dating violence or sexual aggression or a 
situation likely to escalate into one or the other during 
the last year (Edwards, Rodenhizer-Stampfli, & Eckstein, 
2015) (see Table 10.1). Some schools have adopted 
programs designed to promote bystander intervention in 
such circumstances. 


Dating violence is more common in rural areas than in 
suburban or urban communities (Spencer & Bryant, 
2000), and among ethnic minority adolescents, adoles- 
cents from single-parent households, adolescents from 
lower-socioeconomic homes, and LGBTQ youth (Dank 
et al., 2014; Foshee et al., 2009; Halpern et al., 2009; Luo, 
Stone, & Tharp, 2014; Martin-Storey, 2015). Individuals 
who are aggressive in romantic relationships are more 
likely to have had problems with aggression earlier in life 
(Humphrey & Vaillancourt, 2020; Vagi et al., 2013). 

Being in a violent relationship also increases the 
chances of an adolescent girl behaving violently as a 
young adult (Herrera, Wiersma, & Cleveland, 2011). 
Adolescents who have been the victims of violence within 
the context of a romantic relationship are more likely to 
be depressed, contemplate suicide, use illegal drugs, 
become pregnant during adolescence, and drop out of 
school (Kim & Capaldi, 2004; Silverman et al., 2001), 


with many of these problems persisting into young adult- 
hood (Adam et al., 2011). They are also more likely to be 
victimized again in the future (Cui et al., 2013; Exner- 
Cortens et al., 2017). 


connection 
What can be done to reduce the prevalence of violence 
in adolescents’ dating relationships? Is this something that 
schools should become involved in? 


We also know that adolescents behave in a variety of 
ways within dating relationships that are shaped by 
“scripts” for how males and females are expected to 
behave-scripts that are learned at home and from the 
mass media (Gray & Steinberg, 1999; Larson, Clore, & 
Wood, 1999). In general, adolescents’ ways of dealing 
with conflict in their romantic relationships are linked to 
the models they've had at home (Fosco et al., 2016; Staats 
et al., 2018). Adolescents who have witnessed a great deal 
of conflict between their parents (either physical or ver- 
bal) report higher levels of verbal aggression, physical 
aggression, and relationship difficulties with their roman- 
tic partners, as both perpetrators and victims (Goldberg 
et al., 2019; Liu, Mumford, & Taylor, 2018; Low et al., 
2017). Although exposure to violence in school is associ- 
ated with dating violence (Jain et al., 2018; Sullivan et al., 
2020), exposure to violence at home is a much stronger 
predictor of dating aggression, suggesting that there is 
something distinctive about the impact of being exposed 
to domestic violence, rather than violence in general 
(Cadely, Mrug, & Windle, 2019). 

A number of different explanations for the intergener- 
ational transmission of violence have been hypothesized, 
including the development of beliefs about the appropri- 
ateness of violence in close relationships and the adverse 
impact of exposure to violence on adolescents' mental 
health, which then leads to mental health problems and 
difficulties in regulating anger (Cascardi, 2016; Foshee 
et al., 2016; Madan Morris, Mrug, & Windle, 2015; 
McNaughton Reyes et al., 2015; Mumford, Liu, & Taylor, 
2016). Other studies have found that adolescents who are 
either perpetrators or victims of violence in dating 
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relationships are more likely to 
have had parents who were abu- 
sive, harsh, or behaved inappro- 
priately toward them, and many 
of these parents were them- 
selves victims of abuse when 
they were children (Adams 
et al., 2019; Kaufman-Parks 
et al., Liu, Mumford, & Taylor, 
2018) (see Figure 10.11). These studies, along with those 
discussed earlier about adolescent attachments, suggest 
that variations in adolescents' romantic relationships 
may have their origins—at least in part—in adolescents’ 
family experiences. 

The main point to keep in mind is that the qualities 
of adolescents’ relationships with others—whether with 
parents, siblings, friends, or romantic partners—are cor- 
related across different types of relationships (Boele 
et al., 2019; Shulman et al., 2012). Adolescents who 
have supportive and satisfying relationships at home 
are more likely to have high-quality friendships, and 
adolescents who have high-quality friendships are more 
likely to have high-quality romantic relationships 
(Kochendorfer & Kerns, 2020). Individuals’ early expe- 
riences in the family in interaction with their cumula- 
tive experiences with peers during childhood and 
preadolescence affect the nature and quality of their 
romantic relationships in adolescence (Dhariwal et al., 
2009; Rauer et al., 2013), and the quality of adoles- 
cents’ family relationships affects the quality of the 
romantic relationships they have in young adulthood 
(Sun, McHale, & Updegraff, 2019). 


intergenerational 
transmission of violence 
The frequently observed 


to domestic violence while 


in adolescents’ own romantic 
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Intimacy and Psychosocial 
Development 


Intimate relationships during adolescence—whether with 
peers or adults, inside or outside the family, sexual or non- 
sexual—play an important role in young people’s overall 
psychological development. Close friends serve as a 
sounding board for adolescents’ fantasies and questions 
about the future. Adolescents often talk to their friends 
about the careers they hope to have, the people they hope 
to get involved with, and the life they expect to lead after 
they leave home. Friends provide advice on a range of 


Figure 10.11 The intergenerational transmission of violence: Adolescents who are involved in abusive dating 
relationships were often abused by their parents, who themselves had histories of violence in their romantic relationships 


and maltreatment during childhood. (Based on Adams et al., 2019) 


connection between exposure 


growing up and later violence 
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identity-related matters, from how to act in different situa- 
tions to what sorts of occupational and educational paths 
to pursue. Having an intimate friendship is more central 
to adolescents’ mental health than it is to children’s 
(Buhrmester, 1990). 

Keep in mind, however, that the effects of having an 
intimate friendship depend on who that friend is and 
what takes place in the relationship. Being popular is less 
important than genuinely having friends, and having 
friends is less important than having good friendships 
(Fontaine et al., 2009; Hussong, 2000). Not all friend- 
ships are consistently good, though. Some provide for 
positive things such as self-disclosure, intimacy, and com- 
panionship, but others give rise to insecurity, conflict, 
jealousy, and mistrust (Parker et al., 2005). Adolescents 
who are close to peers or romantic partners who have 
antisocial values or habits are themselves more likely to 


develop similar patterns of behavior (Cauffman et al., 
2008; Hussong & Hicks, 2003). It is easy to forget but 
important to remember that not all close relationships 
foster positive developmental outcomes. 

Nevertheless, studies consistently show that individu- 
als with satisfying close friendships fare better than those 
without them, not only in adolescence but also in adult- 
hood. And there appears to be an added benefit of being 
immersed in a larger peer group. One study found that 
“running with the pack” during adolescence—being 
embedded in the peer network—was predictive not only of 
mental health in adulthood but physical health as well 
(Allen, Uchino, & Hafen, 2015). Adolescence is an 
especially important time in the development of close 
relationships because many of the capacities and capabil- 
ities that permit intimacy in adult relationships make 
their debut in adolescence. 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 
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American adults are ambivalent about adolescent 
sexuality. On the one hand, they are fascinated by it; it is 
nearly impossible to turn on the television and avoid see- 
ing sexual imagery that either depicts or is directed at 
adolescents (Ward, 2016). On the other hand, adults 
deplore it; most adults (80%, in fact) say that teenage sex is 
always or almost always wrong (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 
2009). Adults look, and then they look the other way, and 
then they look again. Talk about a love-hate relationship! 
This same ambivalence is reflected in the way that 
social scientists have studied adolescent sexuality. Sex has 
always been a popular subject among adolescence 
researchers. But rather than try to understand it, most 
research focuses simply on enumerating it—counting how 
many people have done which things how often, at what 
age, and with whom. Until fairly recently, the problematic 
aspects of adolescent sexuality—precocious sex, promis- 
cuous sex, unsafe sex, unwanted sex, and so forth—have 
received far more attention 
(Tolman & McClelland, 2011). 
This is not to make light of these problems, which for 
many adolescents are very real. But it is worth pointing out 
that the study of other aspects of adolescent psychosocial 
development is not similarly dominated by research on 
what can go wrong. Imagine if researchers interested in 
identity, autonomy, intimacy, or achievement studied only 


han its normative aspects 


negative self-conceptions, angry rebellion, failed friend- 
ships, or flunking out. As you will read, and in contrast to 
adults’ concerns, most of the time, sex during adolescence 
is not associated with problems. 

Fortunately, in recent decades, there has been increased 
interest in positive sexual development (Diamond & Savin- 
Williams, 2009). There are four distinct aspects to positive 
sexuality in adolescence that can serve as the basis for how 
parents and educators discuss sex with teenagers. First, the 
adolescent needs to come to feel comfortable with his or 
her maturing body—its shape, size, and attractiveness. Sec- 
ond, the adolescent should accept having feelings of sex- 
ual arousal as normal and appropriate. Third, the adolescent 
needs to feel comfortable about choosing to engage in—or 
not to engage in—various sexual activities; that is, healthy 
sexual development involves understanding that sex is a 
voluntary activity for oneself and for one’s partner. Finally, 
the adolescent (at least, on 
understand and practice safe sex—sex that avoids preg- 
nancy and sexually transmitted diseases. On 
of British 15-year-olds found that the majority of those who 
were sexually active were psychologically “ready” to have 
sex but that nearly 40% reported that the last time they had 
sex, they felt forced or regretful, had sex for the wrong rea- 
sons (e.g., to avoid being broken up with), or had unsafe sex 
(Heron et al., 2015). 


who is sexually active) must 


recent study 


Sexuality as an Adolescent Issue 


Sexuality is not an entirely new issue that surfaces for the 
first time during adolescence, of course. Young children 
are curious about their sex organs and at a very early age 
derive pleasure from them. And although sexual develop- 
ment may be more dramatic and more obvious prior to 
adulthood, it by no means ceases at the end of adoles- 
cence. Nonetheless, most of us would agree that adoles- 
cence is a fundamentally important time—if not the most 
important time in life—for the development of sexuality. 
There are several reasons for this. 


Puberty and Adolescent Sexuality 


Perhaps most obvious is the link between adolescent 
sexuality and puberty (Bogin, 2011; Diamond & Savin- 
Williams, 2011). The substantial increase in the sex drive 
that takes place in early adolescence is the result of hor- 
monal changes. Moreover, not until puberty do individuals 
become capable of sexual reproduction. Before puberty, 
children are capable of kissing, fondling, masturbating, 
and even having sexual intercourse, and erotic feelings are 


reported by individuals prior to adolescence. Sexual feel- 
ings do not suddenly switch on at puberty (Herdt & 
McClintock, 2000). But not until puberty can males ejac- 
ulate semen or do females ovulate, and the fact that preg- 
nancy is a possible outcome of sexual activity changes the 
nature and meaning of sexual behavior markedly—for the 
adolescent and for others. Not until puberty do individu- 
als develop the secondary sex characteristics that serve as 
a basis for sexual attraction and as dramatic indicators 
that the young person is no longer physically a child. 
And, in recent years, scientists have discovered that the 
hormonal changes of puberty affect the brain as well as 
the body, changing the ways in which we experience emo- 
tions, think about others, and process social information 
(Suleiman et al., 2017). 


Cognitive Change and 
Adolescent Sexuality 


The increased importance of sexuality at adolescence is 
not solely a result of puberty. The cognitive changes of 
adolescence play a part in the changed nature of sexual- 
ity as well. One obvious difference between the sex play 


Although most research on adolescent sexuality has focused on 
sexual intercourse, adolescents’ initial forays into the world of 
sex typically begin with less intimate sexual activity and gradu- 
ally build toward intercourse. Jonathan Cavendish/Getty Images 


of children and the sexual activity of adolescents is that 
children are not introspective or reflective about sexual 
behavior. In contrast, sex during adolescence is the 
subject of sometimes painful conjecture (“Will she or 
won't she?"), decision making (“Should I or shouldn't 
1?"), hypothetical thinking (“What if he wants to do it 
tonight?”), and self-conscious concern (“Am I 
good-looking enough?"). One of the chief tasks of ado- 
lescence is to figure out how to deal with sexual desires 
and how to incorporate sex successfully and appropri- 
ately into intimate relationships. Much of this task is 
cognitive in nature, and much of it is made possible by 
the expansion of intellectual abilities that takes place 
during the period. 


Social Roles and Adolescent 
Sexuality 


Adolescence also is a turning point in the development 
of sexuality because it marks the onset of deliberate 
sexually motivated behavior that is recognized, both by 
an adolescent and by others, as primarily and explicitly 
sexual in nature. Sexual activity in adolescence is moti- 
vated by more than hormones. For many adolescents, 
sex is motivated by love and the desire for the sort of 
serious emotional relationship that begins to take on 
features of adult romance. For many adolescents (espe- 
cially boys, but girls as well), sex is motivated by a 
desire to enhance their status with peers (Diamond & 
Savin-Williams, 2009). 
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Sexual Activity During 
Adolescence 


Given the field’s historical focus on problematic aspects of 
adolescent sexuality, such as precocious sex (having sex at 
too young an age), promiscuous sex (having sex with too 
many partners), unwanted sex (having sex that isn’t volun- 
tary), or unsafe sex (having sex that can result in pregnancy 
or a sexually transmitted disease), most of the research 
conducted into the sexual behavior of adolescents has 
focused on sexual intercourse (Tolman & McClelland, 
2011). With the possible exception of oral sex, adults have 
tended not to worry about sexual behavior other than inter- 
course, and worries about oral sex have surfaced only in 
recent years, in response to exaggerated media reports 
about teenagers reporting giving or receiving oral sex pro- 
miscuously. Although national surveys show that slightly 
more teenagers have had oral sex than intercourse, they 
also indicate that the vast majority of teenagers who have 
oral sex also engage in sexual intercourse and that promis- 
cuity is not the norm for either activity (Hensel, Forten- 
berry, & Orr, 2008; Lindberg, Jones, & Santelli, 2008). 
Although adolescents’ involvement in sexual inter- 
course is an important topic, it is wise to remember that a 
good deal of the sexual activity of adolescents—even sexu- 
ally experienced adolescents—involves activities other 
than sexual intercourse, such as kissing and touching parts 
of each other’s body (technically referred to as “noncoital 
activity,” or, to use a more familiar term, “fooling around”) 
(Tolman & McClelland, 2011). Moreover, because most 
individuals do not begin their sexual experiences with 
intercourse but progress toward it through stages of gradu- 
ally increasing intimacy, it is important to view intercourse 
as one activity in a long progression, rather than as an 
isolated behavior (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2009). 


Stages of Sexual Activity 


Before we turn to statistics on adolescent sexual activity, a 
word of caution is in order. Reports of sexual behavior vary 
markedly as a function of the ways in which questions are 
worded and data are collected. When President Bill Clinton, 
referring to his affair with Monica Lewinsky, infamously 
said, “I did not have sexual relations with that woman,” what 
he meant (we assume) is that he did not have vaginal inter- 
course with her. Whether the possibility that they engaged in 
oral sex makes his statement false depends on what one 
takes the expression “sexual relations” to mean. 

If you were asked, “How old were you when you first 
had sex?”, what would you answer? When adolescents 
respond to questions asking whether they have “had sex,” 
have been “sexually active,” or are “still a virgin,” it is not 
clear how they interpret the question. Is genital touching 
“sex”? Are you a “virgin” if you have had anal sex but not 
vaginal intercourse? 
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Sexual behavior that is 
experienced alone, such as 
masturbation or sexual 
fantasizing. 
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Adolescents, like adults, 
don’t always agree. And to 
make things even more compli- 
cated, adolescents distinguish 
between acts that culminate in 
orgasm (which are more likely 
to be viewed as leading to a loss of virginity) and those 
that don’t (Bersamin et al., 2007). Moreover, adolescents 
who have engaged in a specific behavior are more likely to 
say that the behavior doesn’t “count” in their definition of 
losing one’s virginity, which means that adolescents’ 
responses to surveys about sex are biased by their actual 
experience. So bear in mind that all figures to follow are 
necessarily approximate. 

Most adolescents’ first experience with sex is what 
researchers call autoerotic behavior—sexual behavior that 
is experienced alone. The most common autoerotic activ- 
ities reported by adolescents are having erotic fantasies 
(about three-quarters of all teenagers report having sexual 
fantasies) and masturbation (different surveys yield dif- 
ferent estimates, depending on the age of the respondents 
and the wording of the questions, but about 80% all 
adolescent boys and about 60% of all adolescent girls 
masturbate prior to age 18) (Robbins et al., 2011). 

By the time most adolescents reach high school, they 
have made the transition from autoerotic behavior to sex- 
ual activity that involves another person. By the time indi- 
viduals have turned 16, about 80% have engaged in some 
type of noncoital activity with another person. (“Nonco- 
ital” refers to sexual activity other than intercourse.) By 
about 18, 80% have had either vaginal or oral sex; nearly 
all of those who hadn't by 18 have done so before the end 
of their 20s (Halpern & Haydon, 2012; Haydon et al., 
2014). There have been large increases over the past 
half-century in the proportion of adolescents who engage 
in oral or anal sex (Lewis et al., 2017). 

The developmental progression of sexual behaviors, 
from less intimate to more intimate, has not changed 
very much over the past 70 years, and the sequence in 
which males and females engage in various sexual activi- 
ties is remarkably similar. According to recent, large- 
scale studies of American adolescents, holding hands 
comes first, followed (in this order) by kissing, making 
out (kissing for a long time), feeling breasts through 
clothes, feeling breasts under clothes, feeling a penis 
through clothes, feeling a penis under clothes or while 
naked, feeling a vagina through clothes, feeling a vagina 
under clothes or while naked, and intercourse or oral 
sex. For about half of all adolescents, intercourse pre- 
cedes oral sex by about a year, and for another third, both 
types of sex are initiated around the same time; the rest 
report a range of different patterns (Halpern & Haydon, 
2012; Haydon et al., 2012). One worrisome finding is 
that most adolescents report talking about contraception 
after they first have intercourse, rather than before 
(O’Sullivan et al., 2007). 


For most adolescents, this sequence of increasingly 
advanced behaviors unfolds gradually over time, but for a 
significant minority, it is compressed into a shorter inter- 
val (de Graaf et al., 2009). One large study in Great Brit- 
ain found that the length of time between adolescents’ 
first sexual activity and the initiation of intercourse has 
narrowed considerably over the past 50 years (Lewis 
et al., 2017). The expected timetable for progressive sex- 
ual activities is faster among adolescents who expect a 
relatively faster timetable for achieving autonomy from 
parents and experimenting with drugs and alcohol, sug- 
gesting that earlier involvement in more intimate forms of 
sex may be part of a larger pattern of earlier involvement 
in “adult” activities (Rosenthal & Smith, 1997). 


Sexual Intercourse During Adolescence 


Prevalence of Sexual Intercourse Estimates of the 
prevalence of sexual intercourse among contemporary ado- 
lescents vary from study to study, depending on the nature 
of the sample surveyed, the year and region in which the 
study was undertaken, the reliability of the data gathered, 
and the wording of the questions (Santelli et al., 2000). Ado- 
lescents do not always report their sexual activity honestly or 
accurately. Males tend to overstate their level of activity, and 
females tend to understate it (Kaestle et al., 2005). 
Although regional and ethnic variations make it 
difficult-if not misleading—to generalize about the average 
age at which American adolescents initiate sexual inter- 
course, national surveys indicate that fewer adolescents 
are sexually active today than several decades ago (Cen- 
ters for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). The best 
estimates we have are that about 34% of American high 
school sophomores have had heterosexual vaginal inter- 
course (these estimates, which are based on large national 
surveys, do not include same-sex intercourse or other 
types of sex, such as oral or anal sex). By senior year, this 
number has risen to about 57% (see Figure 11.1). 
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Figure 111 More than one-third of American 
1Oth-graders have had sexual intercourse. By senior 
year, about 60% have. 

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020) 
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These numbers refer to the proportion of people who 
have ever had intercourse; fewer than one-third of high 
school students are “sexually active” (i.e., had intercourse 
at least once in the past 3 months). Nevertheless, one 
conclusion is inescapable: Sexual intercourse during high 
school continues to be a part of the normative experience 
of the majority American students. 

American teenagers are neither promiscuous nor sexu- 
ally precocious, however. Only about 10% of high school 
students have had sex with four or more different people, 
and only 3% of high school students report having had 
intercourse before age 13; sexual promiscuity and precocity 
are both much lower now than 30 years ago (see Fig- 
ure 11.2) (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2020). And contrary to media reports of large numbers of 
young people “hooking up,” today’s young adults are more 
likely to be sexually inactive than their counterparts from 
previous generations (Twenge, Sherman, & Wells, 2017). 


Ethnic Differences in Age of Sexual Initiation The 
average age at which American teenagers have inter- 
course for the first time is around 17 (Guttmacher Insti- 
tute, 2014). There are substantial ethnic differences in age 
of sexual initiation, especially among males (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). About 11% of 
Black boys report having had sex for the first time by age 
13, compared to 4% of Latinx boys, 2% of White boys, and 
1% of Asian American boys. In all ethnic groups, the aver- 
age reported age of first sex is slightly older among 
females than males (3%, 4%, 2%, and 1% of Black, Latinx, 
White, and Asian American girls, respectively). As you 
can see, ethnic differences in the age of sexual initiation 
are far smaller among females than males. 
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One reason for the rela- 
tively high rate of early sexual 
activity among Black males is 
the higher proportion of Black 
youth who grow up in single- 
parent homes and in poor neighborhoods, both of 
which, as you will read later in this chapter, are risk 
factors for early sexual activity. Although first- 
generation Mexican American girls are more likely to 
become sexually active than either immigrant youth or 
those who are second-generation Americans (Bamaca- 
Colbert et al., 2014; Killoren & Deutsch, 2014), girls 
who are more Americanized and who have expectations 
for earlier autonomy are more likely than their less 
acculturated peers to have sex at a younger age, to have 
multiple sex partners, to contract STDs, and to become 
pregnant (Lee & Hahm, 2010; Ma et al., 2014; McDonald, 
Manlove, & Ikramullah, 2009), and more acculturated 
Asian American girls are more likely to be sexually active 
than their less Americanized peers (Hahm, Lahiff, & 
Barreto, 2006). 

Studies also indicate that, among all ethnic groups, 
rates of sexual activity are higher among economically 
disadvantaged youth, although the gap in rates of sexual 
activity between rich and poor is substantially narrower 
now than it was a decade ago, again pointing to the 
increasingly normative nature of sexual intercourse 
among American teenagers (Singh & Darroch, 1999). 
The average age at first intercourse varies considerably 
across nations; one survey of European adolescents found 
that the proportion of 15-year-olds who ever had inter- 
course ranged from 15% in Poland to 75% in Greenland 
(Madkour et al., 2010). 
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Figure 11.2 Today's teenagers 
are less sexually precocious 
and less promiscuous than 
previous generations. 

(Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2020) 
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For many teenagers, especially girls, their early sexual 
experiences are involuntary; 11% of female high school 
students and 3% of male high school students report hav- 
ing been physically forced to have sex (Centers for Dis- 
ease Control and Prevention, 2020). Involuntary sex is 
especially frequent among girls who have sex for the first 
time when they are younger than 13 (Finer & Philbin, 
2013); one-fourth of younger adolescents report that their 
first intercourse was against their will. Moreover, many 
other young women who report that they had sex volun- 
tarily the first time nevertheless report that they did not 
really want to have sex; girls in relationships where the 
balance of power favors the boy are more likely to have 
sex than those whose relationship is more equal (Gior- 
dano, Manning, & Longmore, 2010). Young girls whose 
first partner was at least 7 years older are twice as likely 
as others to report having had voluntary but unwanted 
intercourse (Abma, Driscoll, & Moore, 1998). Young 
adolescents, both male and female, with a significantly 
older romantic partner are far more likely to have sexual 
intercourse than those whose partner is the same age 
(Kaestle, Morisky, & Wiley, 2002; Leitenberg & Saltzman, 
2000; Loftus & Kelly, 2012). 


Changes in Sexual Activity over Time Attitudes 
toward premarital intercourse during adolescence became 
more liberal beginning in the mid-1960s and, especially, 
during the early 1970s. Accompanying this shift in atti- 
tudes was an equally noteworthy shift in sexual behavior. 

Three trends are of special interest. First, the overall 
percentage of American high school students who had 
engaged in sexual intercourse accelerated markedly 
during the early 1970s and again during the late 1980s, 
and then declined between 1995 and 2001. The percent- 
age remained flat, at a little less than 50%, for about 
10 years and then declined again, to around 38% as of 
2019 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). 
The recent decline in the proportion of adolescents who 
have had sexual intercourse has not been paralleled by a 
decline in the proportion of adolescents who are having 
other types of sex; in fact, today's teenagers are far more 
"active" sexually than were previous generations 
(Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2009; Lewis et al., 2017). It 
is likely that the threat of AIDS and other sexually trans- 
mitted diseases has led many adolescents to substitute a 
safer type of sex—such as oral sex, which, although safer 
than vaginal or anal intercourse, still carries some risk— 
for intercourse, with what appear to be the desired results: 
Adolescents who engage in oral sex but not sexual inter- 
course are less likely to feel guilty or used and less likely 
to contract a sexually transmitted infection (Brady & 
Halpern-Felsher, 2007). 

Second, the proportion of individuals who have sexual 
intercourse early in adolescence has declined in recent 
years, but it still is substantial. Although the median age at 
which adolescents first engage in intercourse has remained 
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About one-third of sexually active adolescents have had sex with 
someone they are not in a romantic relationship with. More often 
than not, though, "hooking up" involves teenagers who are 
friends, not strangers who have just met. Blend Images/Shutterstock 


somewhere around 17 for some time, today, nearly one- 
fifth of all contemporary American adolescents have had 
intercourse by the time they are 9th-graders, and 3% have 
had intercourse by age 13 (Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, 2020). The figures on sexual activity 
among younger adolescents are noteworthy because the 
younger individuals are when they have sex, the more likely 
they are to have unprotected sex, exposing themselves to 
the risks of pregnancy and STDs (Diamond & Savin- 
Williams, 2009; Kaestle et al., 2005). (Because Black 
males initiate sex at an earlier age, they are also more likely 
than other adolescents to engage in unprotected sex; 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). The 
fact that a large number of adolescents are sexually active 
before high school is also an important factor in discus- 
sions of sex education because programs that do not begin 
until students' later years of high school are probably too 
late for a substantial number of young people. 

Finally, the greatest increase in the prevalence of inter- 
course among adolescents and the greatest decline in the 
age at first intercourse have been among females (Diamond 
& Savin-Williams, 2009). Before 1965, there were substan- 
tial gaps between the proportions of sexually active boys 
and girls. Since about 1965, the proportion of sexually 
experienced high school males has nearly tripled, but the 
proportion of sexually experienced high school females is 
about five times higher today. Sex differences in rates of 
sexual intercourse today are negligible, especially by age 15 
(when about half of both males and females have had inter- 
course). By the time they are high school seniors, nearly 
6076 of males and females have had sexual intercourse 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2017b). 


I IUE... 


About one-third of sexually active adolescents have had 
intercourse outside of a romantic relationship (Manning, 
Longmore, & Giordano, 2005), and people who report 
having had a lot of casual sex as high school students are 
more likely to have casual sex and shorter romantic rela- 
tionships as young adults (Shulman, Seiffge-Krenkle, & 
Walsh, 2017). Although many adults have expressed con- 
cern about adolescents having sex with someone outside 
the context of a dating relationship, or “hooking up,” these 
encounters are usually with someone the adolescent 
knows well, such as a friend or ex-partner. And in one- 
third of these “nonromantic” encounters, one of the per- 
sons was hoping that the friendship would turn into (or 
return to) a romantic relationship (Manning, Giordano, & 
Longmore, 2005). In other words, the broad category of 
“casual sex” includes a wide range of behavior, from one- 
night stands to emotionally close sex with a desired (but 
not yet committed) romantic partner (Williams & Russell, 
2013). “Hooking up” doesn’t appear to have negative 
psychological consequences as long as the hookup was 
voluntary and desired (Vrangalova, 2015). 


Sex and Drugs One particular cause for concern is 
that the percentage of adolescents who use alcohol or 
other drugs prior to having sex has increased in recent 
years; in one national survey, about one-fifth of American 
adolescents said they drank or used drugs before the last 
time they had sex (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2020). Not surprisingly, sexual risk taking, 
casual sex, and nonconsensual sex are all more likely 
when alcohol, marijuana, or other drugs are involved, 
mainly because of impaired judgment and loss of control 
(Clayton et al., 2016; Felson, Savolainen, & Schwartz, 
2020; Vasilenko et al., 2017). There also is evidence that 
becoming sexually active at a relatively early age (prior to 
15) may lead to increased substance use, suggesting that 
the link between the two is probably bidirectional or due 
to a common underlying factor (Clark et al., 2020; 
El-Menshawi et al., 2019). 


The Sexually Active Adolescent 


For many years, researchers studied the psychological 
and social characteristics of sexually active adolescents 
with the assumption that these teenagers were more trou- 
bled than their peers (either before or as a consequence 
of becoming sexually active). This view has been replaced 
as sexual activity has become more prevalent among 
“normal” adolescents. 


Sexual Activity and Psychological 
Development 


Numerous studies show that sexual activity during adoles- 
cence is decidedly not associated with psychological 
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disturbance (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2011; Tolman 
& McClelland, 2011). Adolescents who are sexually 
active earlier than their peers have levels of self-esteem 
and life satisfaction similar to those of other adolescents 
(Vrangalova & Savin-Williams, 2011). Losing one’s virgin- 
ity does not have negative psychological repercussions, 
either in the short or long term (Bingham & Crockett, 
1996; Langer, Zimmerman, & Katz, 1995), even when 
one’s sexual debut is outside of a romantic relationship 
(Monahan & Lee, 2008). In short, the notion that only 
“troubled” adolescents have sex and the belief that sexual 
activity during adolescence leads to later psychological 
disturbance are both incorrect (Goodson, Buhi, & 
Dunsmore, 2006; Meier, 2007; Spriggs & Halpern, 2008). 

It is important, however, to distinguish between pre- 
dictors of being sexually active and predictors of engaging 
in risky sex (unprotected sex, sex with multiple partners, 
etc.). Risky sex is associated with the same sorts of psy- 
chological and behavioral factors correlated with other 
forms of risk taking, such as sensation seeking, impulsiv- 
ity, and poor self-regulation (Crandall et al., 2017; Dogan 
et al., 2010; Khurana et al., 2015; Price & Hyde, 2011). 
One factor that isn t correlated with risky sexual behavior, 
however, is exposure to pornography (Luder et al., 2011; 
Martyniuk & Stulhofer, 2018). 

Although sexually active adolescents do not differ psy- 
chologically from those who are not, early sexual activity 
(having intercourse before age 15) is associated with a 
more general attitudinal and behavioral profile that 
includes more permissive attitudes toward sex, experi- 
mentation with drugs and alcohol, minor delinquency, 
lower levels of religious involvement, lower interest in 


Many adolescents have sex after drinking or using drugs, 
which increases the likelihood of sexual risk taking. 
staticnak1983/Getty Images 
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academic achievement, and a stronger orientation toward 
independence (Cavazos-Rehg et al., 2010; Harden & 
Mendle, 2011; Kagesten & Blum, 2015; Lohman & Bill- 
ings, 2008). One study that measured adolescents’ likeli- 
hood of losing their virginity found that individuals who 
fit the profile in seventh or eighth grade were 25 times 
more likely to lose their virginity within the next 2 years 
than those who did not (L'Engle & Jackson, 2008). In 
contrast, studies of adolescents who become sexually 
active at age 16 or later do not find major differences 
between these youth and their virginal counterparts. One 
study found that having sex for the first time during high 
school or later (but not before high school) actually was 
associated with positive development (Golden, Furman, 
& Collibee, 2016). 

The impact of early sexual activity on adolescents’ 
mental health may depend on the extent to which the 
behavior is seen as culturally normative. In the United 
States and Mexico, early sexual intercourse is associated 
with higher rates of depression (Espinosa-Hernandez & 
Vasilenko, 2015; Madkour et al., 2010; Vasilenko, Kugler, 
& Rice, 2016; Vasilenko, 2017) (see Figure 11.3), espe- 
cially among girls and especially when it takes place out- 
side the context of a romantic relationship (Mendle et al., 
2013). In the Netherlands, however, where adults are 
more accepting of adolescent sexual activity, there is no 
link between depression and early sex (Nogueira Avelar e 
Silva et al., 2018). Furthermore, the relation between 
girls’ early initiation into sex and depression may be fleet- 
ing. In one recent study, girls who started having sex at 
age 15 initially had higher rates of depression than those 
who didn't start until later in high school or who hadn't 
become sexually active by the end of high school, but one 
year later, the early starters weren't any more depressed 
than the other girls (Wesche et al., 2017). 
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Less is known about characteristics of individuals who 
do not have sex at all during adolescence, but the most 
consistent correlate of abstaining from sex until after age 
18 is strong religious commitment (Zimmer-Gembeck & 
Helfand, 2008). Individuals who don’t have sex for the 
first time until they are in their 20s are less likely to marry 
or cohabit, but those who do report better mental health 
and greater satisfaction with their relationship than 
people who started having sex during their teen years 
(Harden, 2012). 


making the practical 
connection 


Why do you think the psychological correlates of early 
sexual intercourse are different from the correlates of 


sexual intercourse when it is delayed until the last years 
of high school? Would you be in favor of sex education 
courses whose focus was on persuading adolescents 
to wait until they were 16 before having intercourse? 


Causation or Correlation? 


Although many studies have found a link between early 
sexual activity and small-scale deviance, why they are cor- 
related is not entirely clear (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 
2009; Zimmer-Gembeck, Siebenbruner, & Collins, 2004). 
There is little support for the idea that early sex leads to 
other types of risky or antisocial activity. Just the oppo- 
site: Several studies show that involvement in problem 
behavior (especially alcohol and drug use, but aggression 
and bullying as well) precedes early involvement with sex 
(Boislard et al., 2013; Doran & Waldron, 2017; Parkes 
et al., 2014; Skinner et al., 2015). Experimentation with 
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Figure 11.3 This figure shows the strength of the association between sexual intercourse and symptoms of 
depression: the greater the number on the vertical axis, the stronger the association. Among females, having sexual 
intercourse in adolescence, especially before age 16, is associated with reports of depression; this is not the case 
once women reach their early 20s. The connection between age at first intercourse and depression is virtually 


nonexistent among males. (Vasilenko, 2017) 
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deviant activity and early sex may be connected because 
they share some common underlying factor, such as 
impulsivity or the propensity to take risks (Derefinko 
et al., 2014; Harden et al., 2008). 

Many experts believe that a general inclination toward 
problem behavior and lack of impulse control is behind 
an overarching pattern that includes minor delinquency, 
precocious or promiscuous sex, disengagement from 
school, and drug and alcohol use (Clark et al., 2020; 
Goldenberg et al., 2013; Khurana et al., 2012; Parkes 
et al., 2014). Engaging in delinquency and in casual sex 
are influenced by some of the same genes, but delin- 
quency and sex within a romantic relationship are not, 
consistent with other research on the genetic bases of 
traits such as sensation-seeking and impulsivity (Harden 
& Mendle, 2011a). Risky sex is more likely among teenag- 
ers who are especially sensitive to immediate rewards and 
low in self-control (Kahn et al., 2015), a combination that 
is linked to virtually all forms of risky behavior (Duell 
et al., 2018). It probably makes sense to view sexual risk 
taking as a specific instance of risky behavior more gener- 
ally (Madkour et al., 2010; Secor-Turner et al., 2013). 

Another factor that affects adolescents’ sexual activity 
is the extent to which they are supervised by their parents 
or other adults (Pain, 2020). Most sexual activity between 
teenagers takes place in one of the two individuals’ homes— 
most often, the boy’s. (The third most popular setting is at 
the home of another friend.) And the most common time 
for adolescents to have sex is not on the weekend but on 
weekdays, after school. Adolescents who are unsupervised 
after school and who do not participate in after-school pro- 
grams are more likely to be sexually active, more likely to 
have multiple sexual partners, and more likely to contract 
an STD (Buhi & Goodson, 2007; Cohen et al., 2002). 


Hormonal and Contextual Influences 
on Sexual Activity 


One factor that is consistently related to the age at which 
adolescents initiate sex is physical maturation. Adoles- 
cents who mature earlier are also likely to have sex earlier, 
including both risky and safe sex (Baams et al., 2015; 
Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2009). Increased interest in 
sex at adolescence is likely to have social as well as biolog- 
ical causes, however. Adolescents become interested in 
sex in part because of increases in sex hormones at 
puberty and in part because sexual activity becomes 
accepted—even encouraged—in their peer group. A fuller 
understanding of adolescent sexual behavior necessitates 
looking at biological and social influences in interaction 
with each other, rather than at either set of influences 
alone (Halpern, 2003). And the story line is different for 
males than females. 


Hormonal Influences Boys’ and girls’ initial interest 
in sex is influenced primarily by the surge in certain 
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Adolescents who go through puberty earlier than their peers 
are more likely to start having sex earlier, too. Susan Vogel/ 
UpperCut Images/Alamy Stock Photo 


hormones at puberty—testosterone, to be specific. Adoles- 
cents with higher levels of androgens (testosterone is an 
androgen) are more likely than their peers to report mas- 
turbating, thinking about sex, and planning to have sexual 
intercourse within the next year. This hormonal change 
appears to increase adolescents’ interest in sex as well as 
their arousal when exposed to sexual stimuli. This is true 
for both males and females, although females’ interest in 
sex is also influenced by estrogen. 

Motivation to have sex is one thing; becoming sexually 
active is another. How important is the rise in testoster- 
one at puberty in triggering the onset of sexual inter- 
course? The answer differs between boys and girls. 

Among boys, the increased level of androgens is 
directly related to the likelihood of being sexually active 
(Campbell, Prossinger, & Mbzivo, 2005). Younger boys 
who are more mature biologically are more likely to be 
sexually active than older boys whose hormone levels are 
lower. Early-maturing boys also are more likely than their 
peers to download pornography off the Internet (Skoog, 
Stattin, & Kerr, 2009). 

Whether boys actually have sex is not entirely depen- 
dent on their hormone levels, however, because actually 
having sex depends on how receptive potential partners 
are to them. Sex hormones do not just contribute to 
increases in boys’ sex drive; 
they also affect height, strength, 
and the development of second- 
ary sex characteristics, such as 
facial hair. In other words, 
increases in androgens lead to 
boys’ increased sexual activity 


testosterone 
One of the sex hormones 


in both sexes but in higher 
levels among males than 
females. 
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both because they increase their sex drive (which may 
make boys with higher testosterone levels want to have 
sex more) and because they change their physical appear- 
ance (which may make them more attractive to others). 

Hormonal influences on sexual desire and physical 
appearance are easier to separate in girls. Although 
androgens also are responsible for increases in girls’ sex 
drive, a different set of hormones—estrogens—is primarily 
responsible for changes in their appearance, including 
breast development. Because of this, it is possible to study 
whether increased sexual activity among girls after 
puberty is more influenced by increases in their sex drive 
or by changes in their physical appearance (both of 
which, presumably, influence their sexual attractiveness 
to boys). It turns out that differences in adolescent girls’ 
sexual activity have little to do with differences in their 
androgen levels but are correlated with differences in 
their estrogen levels. In other words, estrogen influences 
girls’ sexual activity mainly through its impact on their 
physical attractiveness to others. 

Of course, girls’ involvement in sex is not solely deter- 
mined by whether others want them as sexual partners. 
Girls’ own interest in sex and their receptivity to others’ 
interest in them are also crucial. But in girls, it turns out, 
these factors are much more determined by context than 
by biology. 


The Role of Context Social factors are far more 
important in influencing girls’ involvement in sexual 
intercourse than boys’ (Henry et al., 2007). Although 
increases in androgens lead to increased interest in sex 
among girls and increases in estrogens lead to increased 
attractiveness to others, whether this interest and attrac- 
tiveness are translated into behavior depends largely on 
the social environment (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 
2009). Among girls with high levels of androgens, for 
example, those who have sexually permissive attitudes 
and whose friends are sexually active are more likely to 
engage in intercourse. But girls whose social environment 
is less encouraging of sex—even those with high levels of 
androgens—are unlikely to be sexually active. In other 
words, whereas hormones seem to have a direct and pow- 
erful effect on the sexual behavior of boys, the impact of 
hormones on the sexual behavior of girls depends on the 
social context. 

Why might this be? One explanation is that boys 
develop in an environment that usually is more tolerant 
and encouraging of sexual behavior than do girls. All that 
boys need to become sexually active is the biological jolt 
from the increase in androgens at puberty; usually, there 
is nothing in the environment to hold them back. 

For girls, however, the environment is more varied. 
Some girls develop within a context that permits and even 
encourages sexual activity; others do not. Although the 
increase in androgens also provides a jolt to the sex drive 
of the adolescent girl and the increase in estrogens makes 


her more appealing to others, if she develops within a 
context that places strong social controls on girls’ sexual 
activity, this hormonal awakening or change in attractive- 
ness will not be translated into behavior. 


Parental and Peer Influences 
on Sexual Activity 


Many researchers have asked whether adolescents who 
become sexually active earlier than their peers have differ- 
ent sorts of relationships with their parents. The answer 
is clear: Not surprisingly, given the correlation between 
early sexual activity and other forms of problem behavior, 
adolescents from authoritative homes—that is, homes 
where parents are warm, are involved in their adolescent’s 
life, and monitor their adolescent’s behavior—are less 
likely to become sexually active at an early age and less 
likely to engage in risky sexual activity (Ethier et al., 2016; 
Simons et al., 2016). Parent-adolescent conflict is also 
associated with early sexual activity, especially among 
adolescents who are relatively more mature physically 
(McBride, Paikoff, & Holmbeck, 2003). These strong 
and consistent links between effective parenting and safer 
sexual behavior have been found across ethnic groups 
(Kerpelman et al., 2016; Nogueira Avelar e Silva et al., 
2016). Effective parenting by fathers in particular dimin- 
ishes adolescents’ involvement with sexually promiscuous 
peers, which in turn lessens the likelihood of risky sex 
(DelPriore, Schlomer, & Ellis, 2017). Adolescents are 
especially likely to have sex early when their parents had 
little knowledge of their whereabouts and friends 
(Madkour et al., 2012). 


Parent-Adolescent Communication A great deal of 
attention has been devoted to the study of parent- 
adolescent communication about sex, although it is quite 
clear from this research that any conclusions you might 
draw about the nature and impact of these conversations 
depends on whom you ask. Many more parents report 
communicating with their adolescent about sex than vice 
versa, and parents often say that they have communicated 
about a particular topic (such as AIDS) when their teen- 
ager says they haven't. 

Other discrepancies abound as well. Parents underesti- 
mate their adolescents’ sexual activity and unrealistically 
assume that if they simply disapprove of it, their adoles- 
cents are not likely to be sexually active. On the other 
hand, sexually active adolescents underestimate their par- 
ents’ disapproval of sexual activity (Jaccard, Dittus, & 
Gordon, 1998). Generally, teenagers are more likely to 
talk about sex with mothers than fathers, and they rate 
their mothers as better sex educators (Raffaelli & Green, 
2003). Adolescents also are likely to be more receptive to 
having multiple conversations over a period of time about 
sex than to having one “big talk” (Martino et al., 2008). 


Talking to teenagers about sex does not increase their likelihood 
of becoming sexually active but may encourage adolescents to 
practice safe sex. SW Productions/Photodisc/Getty Images 


Most discussions parents and teenagers have about sex 
focus on issues of safety (AIDS, condom use) rather than 
issues of sexual behavior or relationships (Dilorio,Kelley, 
& Hockenberry-Eaton, 1999). Adolescents are more 
likely to be well educated about sex when their conversa- 
tions with their parents are genuinely interactive, rather 
than dominated by the parents (Lefkowitz et al., 2000). 

It is often assumed that it is beneficial for adolescents 
to discuss sex with their parents, but the effect of parent- 
child communication on adolescents’ sexual behavior 
depends on who is doing the communicating and what is 
being communicated. Overall, the impact of parent- 
adolescent communication on the likelihood of an ado- 
lescent being sexually active is very small (Miller, Benson, 
& Galbraith, 2001). However, parent-child communica- 
tion specifically about contraception lowers the rate of 
risky sex (Aspy et al., 2007; Hutchinson et al., 2003), 
especially if the discussions take place before the adoles- 
cent becomes sexually active (Miller et al., 1998). 
Communication with older siblings about safe sex is also 
effective (Kolburn Kowal & Blinn-Pike, 2004). 

Many studies find that what is most important are the 
attitudes and values communicated by parents during 
discussions of sex and the ways in which these attitudes 
and values are interpreted by the adolescent (Deutsch & 
Crockett, 2016; Longmore et al., 2009). For example, par- 
ents who emphasize the importance of love and respect 
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have sons who have less permissive attitudes and who are 
less likely to engage in sexual risk-taking (Overbeek, van 
de Bongardt, & Baams, 2018), whereas parents who 
actively communicate about sex, provide emotional sup- 
port, and encourage autonomy have daughters with stron- 
ger feelings of agency about their own sexual behavior 
(Klein, Becker, & Stulhofer, 2018). It’s important for par- 
ents to maintain a close relationship with their teenager 
after the adolescent has become sexually active and to 
resist the temptation to pull away in anger over the teen- 
ager’s behavior (Ream & Savin-Williams, 2005). Adoles- 
cent girls who are open with their mothers about their 
sexual behavior are also more likely to report emotional 
intimacy with their partners and less likely to have 
permissive attitudes than girls whose primary disclosure 
targets are peers (Killoren et al., 2019). 

In summary, parent-adolescent communication about 
sex is more effective in deterring risky sexual activity than 
in promoting abstinence, and even here, the effect that 
parents have is small. Thus, despite some parents’ beliefs 
that they can prevent their adolescent’s sexual activity by 
talking about it and despite other parents’ fears that 
talking about sex will have the unintended effect of 
encouraging their teenager’s sexual behavior, parent- 
adolescent communication about sex has surprisingly lit- 
tle impact on whether adolescents are sexually active, one 
way or the other. Adolescents’ opportunity to have sex 
(for example, whether they are in a steady relationship or 
date frequently), their having sexually active friends, and 
their use of alcohol and drugs are far better predictors 
of early sexual initiation than is parent-adolescent 
communication. 


Sexual Activity and Household Composition One 
family factor that does predict adolescent sexual involve- 
ment, however—especially among girls—is household com- 
position. Adolescents whose parents are in the process of 
divorcing as well as those who live in single-parent house- 
holds—regardless of when (or if) a divorce took place—are 
more likely to be sexually active earlier than their peers 
(Ellis et al., 2003; Ryan, 2015). Why might this be? 

One hypothesis is that parental divorce temporarily 
disrupts the parent-child relationship, leading the adoles- 
cent into early involvement with drugs, alcohol, and 
minor delinquency, which, according to some studies, 
increases the likelihood of sex. In other words, it is not 
family structure per se but the quality of family relation- 
ships in divorced homes that helps explain why girls from 
single-parent homes are more sexually active at an earlier 
age (Davis & Friel, 2001). Another possibility is that 
some of the same personality characteristics that are 
associated with adults’ marital instability, such as impul- 
sivity and substance abuse, are transmitted genetically 
from parents to children, making adolescents with 
divorced parents more likely to engage in early sex; in 
other words, it may not only be what divorced parents do 
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but who they are genetically (Mendle et al., 2009). Ado- 
lescents whose mothers had been sexually active at an 
early age are themselves more likely to begin having sex 
early (Mott et al., 1996). 

Why does growing up in a single-parent home affect 
girls’ sexual behavior more than boys’? At least three pos- 
sibilities exist. One, as noted earlier, is that social influ- 
ences on girls’ sexual behavior are stronger and more 
varied than are the influences on boys’ behavior. Parents 
simply may not attempt to exert much control over sons’ 
sexual activity, regardless of whether the household has 
one parent or two, and as a result, boys from single- and 
two-parent homes may be equally likely to be sexually 
active. Girls’ sexual behavior, in contrast, may be more 
subject to parental controls (Simons et al., 2016). Single- 
parent homes are typically more permissive than two- 
parent homes (Laursen & Collins, 2009), and this 
difference in control may be enough to make a difference 
in girls’ sexual activity. 

A second possibility is that many single-parent moth- 
ers are likely to be dating and, in so doing, may unknow- 
ingly be role models of sexual activity to their adolescents 
(Ivanova, Mills, & Veenstra, 2014). To the extent that this 
modeling effect is stronger between parents and children 
of the same sex, we would expect to find a more powerful 
effect of growing up in a single-parent home on the sexual 
behavior of daughters than sons. (There hasn’t been 
enough research on boys’ sexual behavior in families 
headed by single fathers who date to look at this possibil- 
ity.) There is also evidence that dating may lead mothers 
to behave more permissively, which as you just read, 
increases the likelihood of adolescent girls’ sexual activity 
(Zito & De Coster, 2016). 

Finally, some researchers suggest that the link between 
growing up in a single-parent household and earlier 
involvement in sex is genetic in a way that is specific to 
girls. They have shown that the same gene that makes 
men more likely to leave their family may, when passed 
on to daughters, makes adolescent girls more likely to go 
through puberty early and become sexually active at an 
earlier age (Comings et al., 2002). 


The Influence of Peers Generally, adolescents are 
more likely to be sexually active when their peers are (and 
more likely to engage in risky sex when their peers do) 
(Henry et al., 2007); when they believe that their friends 
are sexually active, whether or not their friends actually 
are (Babalola, 2004; Prinstein, Meade, & Cohen, 2003); 
and when they have older siblings who model more sexu- 
ally advanced behavior (East, 2009). Popular adolescents 
are more likely to be sexually active by age 16, but they 
aren't any more likely than their peers to engage in risky 
sex (Wesche et al., 2019). Importantly, adolescents whose 
parents discuss sex with them in an open and understand- 
ing way are less influenced by having sexually active peers 
(Fasula & Miller, 2006; Whitaker & Miller, 2000). 


Peer influences on adolescents' sexual activity appear 
to operate in two different, but compatible, ways. First, 
when an adolescent's peers are sexually active, they estab- 
lish a normative standard that having sex is acceptable 
(Van de Bongardt et al., 2017; White & Warner, 2015). 
Boys and girls are susceptible to this sort of peer influ- 
ence (Widman et al., 2016), but girls tend to “curate” 
their peer networks so that their friends have their sexual 
debuts at a similar age to their own, perhaps to avoid 
feeling ostracized by friends whose attitudes toward sex 
are different from theirs (Trinh et al., 2019). 

Brain imaging studies find that adolescents who 
engage in risky sex are more sensitive to social rewards, 
which may make them more easily influenced by what 
they believe their friends will approve of (Eckstrand et al., 
2017). One of the reasons that minor drug use is associ- 
ated with earlier involvement in sexual activity is that 
drug use may lead an adolescent to form friendships with 
a different group of friends, a group that is sexually more 
permissive (French & Dishion, 2003). Adolescents’ initi- 
ation of sexual activity varies from neighborhood to 
neighborhood, with earlier and riskier sexual activity 
more likely in poorer and relatively more disorganized 
neighborhoods, where adults have little control over teen- 
agers and where peer groups are relatively more powerful 
(Carlson et al., 2014; Warner, 2018). 

Several studies show that sexual activity spreads 
within a community of adolescents much like an epi- 
demic, with sexually experienced adolescents initiating 
their less experienced partners into increasingly more 
advanced sex (Rodgers & Rowe, 1993). Once they 
become sexually experienced, previously inexperienced 
adolescents then "infect" other adolescents. Over time, 
the percentage of sexually experienced adolescents 
within a community grows and grows. Peers also influ- 
ence each other's sexual behavior directly, either through 
communication among friends (“You haven't done it yet! 
What's the matter with you?" "You're thinking of doing 
what?"), or, more commonly, between sex partners. As 
one teenager noted, however, succumbing to peer pres- 
sure often led to regret: 


I felt really uncomfortable . . . it [her relationship with a boy] 
didnt really start because I wanted it to be . . . It was kind of 
like peer pressure and that kind of thing. . . . It's my friends 
and I don't want to disappoint them, and it's kind of like, I just 
went with it. And then—just awful. Yeah, it was awful. 
(Suleiman & Deardorff, 2015, p. 770) 


So did giving in to one's partner, as this girl explains: 


... like he was my first sexual relationship. And I was like—I 
told him no but he kept telling me, "Come on, come on, let's do 
it." And like I guess—I guess I felt that pressure and I was like: 
oh, my God. And I cant even say no. Like it was hard for me to 
say no. And like to this day I feel—I feel sad about it you know. 
I wish he wasnt the first guy . . . I still feel like he shouldnt 
have been my first. (Suleiman & Deardorff, 2015, p. 770) 


Ambivalence about introducing sex into a relationship 
is by no means limited to girls. Here’s one boy’s account: 


Like when were about to do certain things you know, it’s just in 
the back of my mind like . . . but I'm just like damn, does she 
even really like want this or is she just doing this just because like 
I'm doing this, you know? (Suleiman & Deardorff, 2015, p. 772) 


Researchers also have examined the role of the broader 
environment in influencing adolescent sexual behavior. 
Adolescents growing up in poor neighborhoods, for 
example, are more likely to engage in early sexual activity 
than adolescents from more affluent communities 
(Dupéré et al., 2008; Leventhal, Dupéré, & Brooks-Gunn, 
2009). When adolescents grow up in poverty, they may 
see little hope for the future, and they therefore may be 
more likely to risk their occupational and economic 
future by becoming sexually active (Raiford et al., 2014). 
To a young person who believes that the chances of get- 
ting a good job are slim, an early pregnancy does not 
seem as costly as it might to someone who hopes to com- 
plete high school, attend college, and secure a good job. 


Virginity Pledges Over the past 40 years, several mil- 
lion American adolescents have taken a “virginity pledge,” 
promising to abstain from sex until they are married. 
How effective are these vows? Not very. Virginity pledges 
work only for younger adolescents; they have no effect on 
high school students. Among high school students, “pled- 
gers” are just as likely to have sex as “nonpledgers” 
(including intercourse, oral sex, and anal sex). And longi- 
tudinal studies show that after having sex, adolescents 
who had taken a virginity pledge frequently deny having 
made one (Hollander, 2006; Rosenbaum, 2006). One 
study found that 82% of the adolescents who took a 
virginity pledge denied having done so 5 years later 
(Rosenbaum, 2009)! 

Ironically, one way in which those who take a virginity 
pledge differ from their nonpledging peers is that those 
who take the pledge are less likely to use contraception, 
suggesting that encouraging abstinence may actually pro- 
mote unsafe sex, which increases the likelihood of getting 


Figure 11.4 Adolescents who take a 
virginity pledge but later break it are far 
more likely to become pregnant than 
adolescents who don’t take such 
pledges. (Paik, Sanchagrin, & Heimer, 2016) 


Proportion not having 
a pregnancy 
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Over the past 4 decades, several million American adolescents 
have taken a virginity pledge, promising to abstain from sex 
until they are married. Research has found, however, that high 
school students who have pledged to remain virgins are just as 
likely to have sex as those who haven't made such pledges. 
Andreas Keuchel/Alamy Stock Photo 


pregnant (Paik, Sanchagrin, & Heimer, 2016) (see 
Figure 11.4). The impact of pledging also varies as a func- 
tion of how many other adolescents in the same school 
have taken the pledge. Pledging has little effect in schools 
in which few students take virginity pledges (presumably 
because there is little encouragement of abstinence) or in 
schools in which nearly everyone pledges (because one of 
the ways in which pledging works is by allowing those 
who pledge to make a statement about their values). 
Making a promise to oneself to delay becoming sexually 
active is more effective than making a formal, public 
pledge (Bersamin et al., 2005). 


Sex Differences in the Meaning of Sex 


Any discussion of the psychosocial significance of sexual 
experience during adolescence must be sensitive to the 
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sexual socialization 

The process through which 
adolescents are exposed to 
and educated about sexuality. 
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very substantial sex differences 
in how early sexual activity is 
experienced. Despite the con- 
vergence of males’ and females’ 
rates of sexual activity in recent 
decades, the early sexual experi- 
ences of adolescent boys and girls are still very different 
and, as a consequence, are imbued with very different 
meanings (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2009). In other 
words, the sexual behavior of males and females may be 
similar, but the sexual socialization of males and females 
is quite different. 


The Way Boys Feel The typical boy's first sexual 
experience is masturbation in early adolescence (Dia- 
mond & Savin-Williams, 2009). At the outset, then, the 
sexual socialization of males typically places sex outside 
of an interpersonal context, a situation that has no doubt 
been furthered by boys' widespread use of and easy access 
to online pornography (Jones, 2018). Before adolescent 
boys begin dating, they have generally already experi- 
enced orgasm and know how to arouse themselves. For 
males, the development of sexuality during adolescence 
revolves around efforts to integrate the capacity to form 
close relationships into an already existing sense of sexual 
capability. 

Perhaps because of this, at the time of first inter- 
course, boys are likely to keep matters of sex and inti- 
macy separate. Boys often have as their first partner 
someone they just met or describe as a casual date, and 
it is generally the male partner of a couple who is likely 
to initiate sex (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2009). Boys 
are more likely than girls to mention sexual arousal 
(rather than emotional factors) as a reason for having 
sex (Eyre & Millstein, 1999). And males typically 
report that the people to whom they describe their first 
sexual liaison—most probably, male peers—are over- 
whelmingly approving. The most common immediate 
reactions among adolescent males to having intercourse 
for the first time are excitement, satisfaction, exhilara- 
tion, and happiness (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2009; 
Higgins et al., 2010). Here's how one 14-year-old boy 
described his first time, which was outside of a roman- 
tic relationship: 


It was really terrific . . . the sex itself felt good, yeah, but when 
you come, that's really the nicest feeling that I've ever had. . . 
The sex itself, I thought that it would have been better, the 
whole time, but coming, I hadnt expected that it would be 
that good. (Symons, Vermeersch, & Van Houtte, 2014, 

pp. 547-548) 


Or, consider this unemotional response from a 
13-year-old: 


It wasnt the fairy tale story that I had imagined about losing 
virginity. I cant even say what it was. Yeah, sex, nothing more 
than that. (Symons, Vermeersch, & Van Houtte, 2014, p. 548) 


making the personal 
connection 


If you are sexually experienced, see if you can recall the 
first time you had sex. What was your immediate reaction? 


The Way Girls Feel The typical girl's first experience 
and feelings afterward are likely to be very different. Mas- 
turbation is far less prevalent among girls than boys, and 
it is far less regularly practiced (Diamond & Savin- 
Williams, 2009). As a consequence, the typical adoles- 
cent girl is more likely than the typical boy to experience 
sex for the first time with another person. For girls, unlike 
boys, the development of sexuality involves the integra- 
tion of sexual activity into an already existing capacity for 
intimacy and emotional involvement. As a consequence, 
the girl's sexual script is one that, from the outset, tinges 
sex with romance, love, friendship, and intimacy. 

Girls are more likely than boys to engage in sex in order 
to enhance an emotional connection (Diamond & Savin- 
Williams, 2009). Compare these 14-year-old girls' reactions 
to those of the two boys who were quoted earlier: 


It's a whole new experience and you love that person and you 
long for him, and yeah, it's a step further in your relationship 
... I think that you trust each other more, you give yourself 
more to that person and the bond grows. You get closer to each 
other. (Symons, Vermeersch, & Van Houtte, 2014, p. 547) 
It was fun, and intimate, mainly intimate actually. I mean, 
he was really sweet. But apart from that, I can't say that I 
really enjoyed it. I mean, it mainly just hurt. I thought "I just 
have to go through this." I think that, even if I had waited 
another year, it would have hurt just as much. (Symons, 
Vermeersch, & Van Houtte, 2014, pp. 548-549) 


The adolescent girl's first sexual partner is likely to be 
someone she says she was in love with at the time. After 
losing her virginity, she is more likely to encounter disap- 
proval or mixed feelings on the part of others in whom she 
confides (generally, peers) than is the typical boy. And 
although the majority of girls report more positive than 
negative feelings about their first sexual experience, girls 
are more likely than boys to report feeling afraid, guilty, or 
worried as well as happy or excited about the experience 
(Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2009; Higgins et al., 2010). 

Its important to note that differences between males 
and females in the meaning of sex are neither inevitable nor 
consistent across cultures or historical time. Nor is it the 
case that all adolescent boys follow the male script and all 
adolescent girls follow the female one. In fact, “girls are 
more sexually oriented and boys more romantically ori- 
ented than previous research might suggest" (Diamond & 
Savin-Williams, 2009, p. 514). Moreover, as they mature, 
adolescent boys and girls become more similar in their 
motives to have sex (males increasingly emphasize the place 
of sex in an emotional relationship and place less impor- 
tance on the role of sex in elevating their social status, 


whereas females become less likely to justify their interest in 
sex solely in terms of their intimate relationships). 

The main point, however, is that the ways in which 
adolescents—male or female—feel about their first sexual 
experience are shaped by the expectations they have 
before the event, which are influenced by what they have 
gleaned from family, friends, and the media, and by the 
assessment of the experience that they make after it has 
occurred (Garceau & Ronis, 2019) (see Figure 11.5). In 
one study in which young adults were asked to look back 
on the first time they had intercourse, many described 
how the experience did not live up to their expectations. 
Here are several comments from people in their late teens 
and early 20s, looking back on their first time: 


I think those expectations just came from, you know, the 
media and also just what I had in my head of what a 
boyfriend or girlfriend should be like. Just from watching TV, 
you know, and seeing these almost perfect relationships. At 13 
and 14 that's not gonna happen (Lauren, a 22-year-old 
woman). (Garceau & Ronis, 2019, p. 44) 
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It would have been nicer if it had been someone that 
meant more to me, or someone that was kind of a nicer 
person. [ ... ] I dont really know how long we spent before 
that but looking back I feel like maybe we didn't know each 
other as long as we should have, or there just wasn't really that 
great of a friends’ basis. It was just like, maybe putting too 
much trust in someone who shouldn't have trust (Ashley, a 
21-year-old woman). (Garceau & Ronis, 2019, p. 45) 

I was down to my underwear for no reason, as was she. 

But I wasnt attempting to have sex, I was kinda watching [my 

friend] play videogames and then next thing I felt this weird 
sensation [ . .. ] When I kinda realized what happened it's like 
"I didnt want to have sex with you, but technically now my 
virginity’s gone ‘cause it went in"[ ... ] I wanted my first time 

to be a special kind of thing. I didnt want it to be a surprise! 
(Mitchell, a 21-year-old man). (Garceau & Ronis, 2019, p. 45) 

I guess it was painful for her. And it took a while and I 
guess, I dont know... It just wasnt the way I had imagined it. 
... I guess just in all the movies and stuff, it’s so passionate 
and stuff and this seemed like a chore. 'Cause uh, I don't know, 
I was like holding myself up and my arms were getting tired 
(Justin, an 18-year-old man). (Garceau & Ronis, 2019, p. 45) 


Figure 11.5 How adolescents’ expectations for their first sexual experience are shaped and how they are reassessed 


in light of the reality they encounter. (Garceau & Ronis, 2019) 
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Sexual Orientation 


Although most of the following section is about same-sex 
attraction, sexual orientation refers to heterosexual and 
bisexual orientation just as it does to homosexual orienta- 
tion. However, our attitudes about homosexuality have 
changed so much over the past half-century, and what is 
now seen as acceptable (by the majority of the public), 
healthy (by the majority of mental health providers), and 
legal (by the U.S. Supreme Court, in Obergefell v. Hodges, 
2015) was not all that long ago viewed as abnormal, 
unhealthy, and illegal. 

This social history has left us with a scientific history 
in which a lot of the research that has been conducted on 
adolescents' sexual orientation has been motivated by 
questions about the origins, correlates, and consequences 
of homosexuality. As an example, whereas countless stud- 
ies have been conducted on factors that lead to the devel- 
opment of same-sex attraction, comparable studies have 
not been conducted on factors that lead to the develop- 
ment of opposite-sex attraction. It’s always important to 
remember that science is conducted within a cultural and 
historical context, and questions and topics that were 
hotly debated in past eras may seem bizarre at a different 
point in time. 


Same-Sex Attraction It is not uncommon for young 
adolescents to engage in sex play with members of the 
same sex, to have sexual fantasies about people of the 
same sex, or to have questions about the nature of their 
feelings for same-sex peers (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 
2009). About 85% of U.S. high school students identify 


Other-sex sexual activity level at age 15 


Heterosexual Bisexual Lesbian/gay Questioning 


Sexual orientation identity 


themselves as heterosexual (“straight”), 9% as bisexual, 
and 2% as gay or lesbian, and an additional 4% describe 
themselves as “unsure” of their sexual orientation; the 
proportion of adolescents who describe themselves as 
exclusively attracted to other-sex individuals is consider- 
ably smaller, however, especially among young women, 
and there is some fluidity in how students who have been 
surveyed multiple times describe their sexual orientation 
from one year to the next, also especially among young 
women (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2020; Stewart et al., 2019). By adulthood, about 97% of 
people identify as heterosexual, 2% as gay or lesbian, and 
1% as bisexual (Zhang, Solazzo, & Gorman, 2020). These 
data are consistent with the idea that adolescence is a 
time during which individuals are exploring and experi- 
menting with their sexual orientation. 

A recent study of British teenagers confirms that exper- 
imentation with same-sex activities is more common 
among adolescent girls than boys (Li & Davis, 2020). As 
Figure 11.6 shows, among 15-year-olds who identified 
themselves as heterosexual, many more girls than boys 
reported same-sex activities, and among those who identi- 
fied as lesbian or gay, many more girls than boys reported 
engaging in sexual activities with the other sex. Among 
teenagers who identified themselves as bisexual or ques- 
tioning, boys and girls were far more similar in their rates 
of sexual activity with same-sex and other-sex peers. 

Researchers have not found consistent predictors that 
distinguish individuals who experiment with same-sex 
relations in adolescence and who later identify them- 
selves as gay, lesbian, or bisexual from those whose same- 
sex experimentation during adolescence is passing and 
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Figure 11.6 Experimentation with same- and other-sex activity is far more common among adolescent girls than 


boys. (Li & Davis, 2020) 


Sexual orientation is influenced by a complex interplay of biological 
and contextual factors. Rawpixel.com/Shutterstock 


who later identify themselves as exclusively heterosexual. 
By the same token, studies show that the majority of gay, 
lesbian, and bisexual adults engaged in heterosexual activ- 
ity during adolescence. As two experts noted, “contrary 
to the widespread notion that desire, behavior, and iden- 
tity coalesce neatly in adolescence and young adulthood 
to signal an unambiguously heterosexual or homosexual 
orientation, the reality is much more complicated” (Dia- 
mond & Savin-Williams, 2009, p. 505). 

The development of sexual orientation follows differ- 
ent patterns among sexual-minority males and females 
(Saewyc, 2011). Males are more likely to have had same- 
sex relations before identifying themselves as gay or bisex- 
ual, whereas the reverse sequence is more characteristic 
among females. And whereas more lesbian and bisexual 
females had heterosexual experiences before their first 
same-sex sexual activity, the opposite is true for males. In 
addition, females who have had same-sex contact during 
adolescence almost always pursue same-sex contact in 
adulthood (whereas the same is not true for males; only 
about 60% do) (Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2009). 


The Antecedents of Homosexuality Studies of the 
antecedents of homosexuality generally have focused on 
two sets of factors: biological influences, such as hor- 
mones, and social influences, such as the parent-child 
relationship. More is known about the development of 
homosexuality among men than among women, but the 
weight of the evidence suggests that an adolescent’s sex- 
ual orientation is likely to be shaped by a complex inter- 
action of social and biological influences (Saewyc, 2011; 
Savin-Williams, 2006). 

Support for the contention that homosexuality is 
determined at least partly by biological factors comes 
from two sources. First, there is some evidence that gay 
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and lesbian adults may have been exposed prenatally to 
certain hormones that, in theory, could affect sexual ori- 
entation and gender-atypical behavioral preferences 
through their effects on early brain organization (Saewyc, 
2011). Second, some evidence indicates that homosexual- 
ity has a strong genetic component, since sexual orienta- 
tion is more likely to be similar among close relatives than 
distant relatives and between identical twins than frater- 
nal twins (Savin-Williams, 2006). Although environmen- 
tal explanations for this similarity cannot be ruled out, 
chances are that at least some of the predisposition to 
develop a homosexual orientation is inherited (Saewyc, 
2011). Same-sex attraction does not spread through 
adolescent social networks, which would be the case if its 
determinants were largely environmental (Brakefield 
et al., 2014). 

Several studies suggest as well that a higher proportion 
of homosexuals than heterosexuals report having had 
problems in their early family relationships—specifically, 
in their relationship with their father. Although some 
studies point to certain factors that appear more often 
than not in the early histories of gay, lesbian, or bisexual 
individuals, all homosexual individuals do not have iden- 
tical developmental histories, of course. Nonetheless, 
because of the bullying, rejection, and victimization, sexual- 
minority adolescents often experience at school and in 
the community, the support and acceptance of parents 
when their child comes out are critical, especially for 
younger teenagers, who are more likely to encounter 
harassment and discrimination than their peers who 
come out at a somewhat older age (Mills-Koonce, Rehder, 
& McCurdy, 2018). 


making the scientific 
connection 

Should social scientists be interested in the antecedents 
of homosexuality? Is it important to know whether 
homosexuality is biologically or contextually determined? 
Why or why not? 


Sexual Harassment, Rape, and Sexual 
Abuse During Adolescence 


Although most research on adolescent sexual activity has 
focused on voluntary sexual behavior between consenting 
individuals, there is growing public awareness that a large 
proportion of teenagers are sexually harassed and that a 
significant minority are forced to have sex against their will 
(Chiodo et al., 2009; Katz et al., 2019). This latter group 
includes adolescents who have been the victims of forcible 
rape by a stranger, sexual abuse 
within the family, or date rape— 
when someone, typically a 
woman, is forced by a date to 


date rape 


sex against ones will. 
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have sex when she doesn’t want to. Adolescents who are 
sexually coerced are more likely to report depression, behav- 
ior problems, and alcohol and drug use (Bucchianeri et al., 
2014; Duncan, Zimmer-Gembeck, & Furman, 2019; Young, 
Furman, & Jones, 2012). Sexual coercion and sex under the 
influence of alcohol or drugs are more likely to occur when 
there is a large age difference (3 years or more) between a 
girl and her partner (Gowen et al., 2004). 


Sexual Harassment and Date Rape For all the con- 
cern that is expressed about the sexual harassment of 
teenagers over the Internet, adolescents are far more at 
risk for harassment at school than online. Numerous 
studies indicate that sexual harassment—both cross-sex 
and between members of the same sex—is widespread 
within American public schools (Leaper & Brown, 2008; 
Young, Grey, & Boyd, 2009). 

Sexual harassment is especially distressing to early- 
maturing girls, whose physical maturity, which makes them 
the targets of harassment, already makes them stand apart 
from their peers (Lindberg, Grabe, & Hyde, 2007; Skoog 
& Ozdemir, 2016). Girls who are sexually harassed are 
more likely to focus on their appearance and develop eat- 
ing disorders as a consequence (Petersen & Hyde, 2013). 

Because the majority of those who had been sexually 
harassed had themselves harassed others and because 
many incidents occurred within full view of teachers and 
other school personnel—indeed, a significant percentage 
of students report having been sexually harassed by their 
teachers-numerous experts have suggested the need for 
significant changes in the moral and ethical climate of 
secondary schools (Timmerman, 2002; Young, Grey, & 
Boyd, 2009). This is easier said than done, however; one 
evaluation of a school-based program called Safe Dates 
found significant reductions in psychological abuse and 
sexual violence 1 month after the program was imple- 
mented, but these effects had disappeared within 1 year 
(Foshee et al., 2000). Other research, on the histories of 
individuals who commit dating violence, indicates that 
perpetrators themselves were likely to have been exposed 
to physical punishment and abuse at home (Basile et al., 
2006; Ha et al., 2016). Given that sexual harassment is a 
form of bullying, it is not surprising that studies find con- 
siderable overlap between adolescents who bully others 
and those who harass others sexually (Espelage, Basile, & 
Hamburger, 2012; Reyes & Foshee, 2012). 


Harassment of Sexual-Minority Youth A substan- 
tial number of LGBTQ youth are harassed, physically 
abused, or verbally abused by peers or adults while grow- 
ing up (Hequembourg, Livingston, & Wang, 2020; 
Kaufman, Baams, & Veenstra, 2020; Sterzing et al., 2018; 
Toomey & Russell, 2016). Abuse of this sort, as well as 
having more distant family relationships, contributes to 
the relatively higher rates of truancy, depression, suicide, 
substance abuse, running away from home, and school 


difficulties reported by sexual-minority adolescents (Bir- 
kett, Russell, & Corliss, 2014; Caputi et al., 2018; Mueller 
et al., 2015; Poteat et al., 2014), as well as mental health 
problems that persist into adulthood (Dermody et al., 
2014; Marshal et al., 2013). 

As with other types of discrimination, hostility toward 
sexual-minority youth is greater in small schools, rural 
schools, schools in lower-SES communities, less racially 
diverse schools, schools with fewer explicit rules for stu- 
dent behavior, and schools that tend to have climates that 
are more hostile toward sexual-minority youth (Hatzen- 
buehler et al., 2014; Martin-Storey et al., 2015). Perhaps 
because victims of harassment often channel their anger 
into the harassment of others, sexual-minority adoles- 
cents are significantly more likely than straight adoles- 
cents to bully students from other vulnerable groups, 
such as those who are overweight or have some sort of 
disability (Eisenberg et al., 2015). 

Homophobic teasing and name-calling is most com- 
mon in early adolescence, so much so that friends who 
tease peers about being gay or are homophobic actually 
are more likely to affiliate with peers with similar points 
of view (la Roi et al., 2020; Merrin et al., 2018). Victims 
of this sort of harassment, who are an age at which they 
may be unsure about their sexual orientation, may inter- 
nalize some of these negative messages and become 
depressed (DeLay et al., 2017; DeLay et al., 2018; Tucker 
et al., 2016). Fortunately, over the course of adolescence, 
prejudice against both gay and lesbian individuals declines 
(see Figure 11.7) (Poteat & Anderson, 2012), and paren- 
tal acceptance of their adolescents' sexual orientation 
increases (Samarova, Shilo, & Diamond, 2014). Given 
the extent to which lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 
adolescents are victimized, many sexual-minority youth 
are understandably hesitant about coming out (disclosing 
their sexual orientation to others). However, hiding one's 
sexual orientation from others has its own set of prob- 
lems, including diminished self-esteem and increased risk 
for depression (Kosciw, Palmer, & Kull, 2015). 
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Figure 11.7 With age, adolescents become less 


prejudiced against gay and lesbian people. (Poteat & 
Anderson, 2012) 


This has prompted many experts to call for more con- 
certed efforts to implement school-based educational pro- 
grams designed to promote tolerance. The attitudes of 
teachers and other school personnel also are important: 
Sexual-minority adolescents who feel they have the sup- 
port of at least one adult at school are less likely to suffer 
from the adverse consequences of having been verbally 
abused (e.g., teased, sworn at, shamed) for their sexual 
orientation. Studies also find that the establishment of 
gay-straight alliances within schools have had positive 
effects on school climate for all students, regardless of 
their sexual orientation (loverno & Russell, 2020; Lessard, 
Watson, & Puhl, 2020; Marx & Kettrey, 2016). Expand- 
ing school and community resources and services for sex- 
ual-minority youth also has beneficial effects (Eisenberg 
et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2020). Perhaps as a result of 
these efforts, there has been a significant drop in the vic- 
timization of LGBTQ youth in the past 2 decades, as well 
as in suicidal thoughts and behavior in this population, 
although there are still significant disparities between 
sexual-minority and other teenagers in these indicators 
(Liu et al., 2017; O'Malley Olsen et al., 2017; Raifman 
et al., 2020). 


Sexual Abuse Because both perpetrators and victims 
of sexual assaults are often reluctant to admit their expe- 
riences, it is difficult to obtain accurate estimates of the 
numbers of adolescents who have been sexually victim- 
ized, although given new disclosures of widespread sexual 
harassment and sexual assault that began to come to the 
public’s attention in 2017, these incidents are probably a 
lot more common than had been thought. 

According to several studies, between 7% and 18% of 
American adolescents report having had nonvoluntary sex- 
ual intercourse before age 18; reports by females are sub- 
stantially higher than those by males, but it is not known 
how much of this is due to different prevalence rates and 
how much to different willingness on the part of females 
and males to report having been raped (Diamond & Sav- 
in-Williams, 2009). (These figures on sexual abuse do not 
include adolescents who have been physically forced to 
engage in sexual activity other than intercourse and, as 
such, clearly underestimate the proportion of teenagers 
who have been sexually abused.) Women who were most 
likely to have been raped during adolescence were those 
who lived apart from their parents before age 16; who were 
physically, emotionally, or mentally impaired; who were 
raised at or below the poverty level; or whose parents 
abused alcohol or used other drugs. Indeed, two-thirds of 
all women who had three or more of these risk factors were 
raped as adolescents. In contrast to popular perception, 
adolescents are abused (sexually, physically, and emotion- 
ally) and neglected at a higher rate than are younger chil- 
dren (Cappelleri, Eckenrode, & Powers, 1993). 

Several studies have examined the psychological con- 
sequences of having been the victim of sexual abuse 


CHAPTER 11 Sexuality 


during adolescence. Adolescents who have been sexu- 
ally abused have relatively lower self-esteem, weaker 
self-efficacy, more academic difficulties, and higher 
rates of anxiety, fear, eating disorders, and depression 
(Perkins, Luster, & Jank, 2002; Miller et al., 2016); are 
more likely to engage in risky behavior (Tubman et al., 
2004); and are more likely to be sexually active, have 
risky sex, have multiple sexual partners, be sexually vic- 
timized, become pregnant as teenagers, and engage in 
prostitution (Black et al., 2009; Homma et al., 2012; 
Noll et al., 2019; Wilson & Widom, 2010). Girls who 
have been chronically sexually abused by their biological 
father are at greatest risk for problems (Trickett et al., 
2001). There is also some evidence that sexual abuse 
prior to adolescence may lead to precocious (that is, 
very early) puberty (Brown et al., 2004). 

At the same time, it is worth noting that there are 
substantial differences among individuals in the extent to 
which they show problems as a result of having been 
sexually abused and in the form those problems take 
(Bauserman & Rind, 1997). Generally, individuals who 
have been both sexually and physically abused fare worse 
than those who experience sexual abuse alone. But ado- 
lescents who have been sexually abused fare better psy- 
chologically when they have parents (presumably not the 
perpetrators of the abuse) who are authoritative (firm 
and supportive) and when they are successful in school 
(Luster & Small, 1997). 


Risky Sex and Its Prevention 


One reason for the great concern among adults over the 
sexual activity of adolescents is the failure of many sexu- 
ally active young people to use contraception regularly. 
Among sexually active high school students in the United 
States, nearly 45% report not having used a condom the 
last time they had sex. Adolescents’ condom use increased 
significantly during the 1990s (from less than half of sex- 
ually active teens to close to 60%) but dropped between 
2003 and 2019 (see Figure 11.8). Condom use is higher 
among younger high school students than older ones, 
most likely because nearly twice as many 12th-grade girls 
(27%) than 9th-grade girls (12%) are on the birth control 
pill. Of course, using the pill prevents pregnancy but pro- 
vides no protection against sexually transmitted diseases 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). 
Among adolescents who do use contraception, the 
most popular method by far is using a condom, followed 
by the birth control pill; this is a significant change from 
previous generations of adolescents, who were far more 
likely to depend on the pill than on condoms (Everett 
et al., 2000). Withdrawal (pulling out before ejaculation), 
a highly ineffective method of preventing pregnancy and a 
practice that provides no protection against sexually trans- 
mitted diseases, unfortunately is still used by 10% teenag- 
ers (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). 
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Figure 11.8 Proportion of sexually active teens who used a condom the last time they had intercourse. (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 2020) 


One important recent trend has been an increase in 
the number of sexually active adolescent girls who use 
long-acting reversible contraception (LARC), such as 
intrauterine devices (IUDs) or contraceptive implants, 
although these methods are used by only 30% of high 
school students (Centers for Disease Control and Preven- 
tion, 2020). These methods work well in this age group 
because, once installed, they don’t require any thinking 
on the part of teenagers, many of whom find themselves 
in situations in which they want to have sex but didn’t 
plan for it in advance. Many experts believe that the 
increased use of LARC has contributed to the substantial 
drop in teen pregnancies seen in many years (Lindberg, 
Santelli, & Desai, 2018). 

It is important to note, however, that LARC, like the 
birth control pill, does not provide protection against 
STDs. Unfortunately, fewer than 10% of girls who are on 
the pill or a longer-acting form of birth control report that 
they and their partner also used a condom the last time 
they had sex (Centers for Disease Control and Preven- 
tion, 2020). 

Researchers estimate that the risk of teen pregnancy is 
about half due to the absence of contraceptive use and 
about half due to failed contraceptive use, which is more 
frequent among adolescents than adults (Blanc et al., 
2010; Santelli et al., 2006). A large proportion of condom 
users do not use condoms correctly, for example (e.g., not 
putting the condom on before first entry or not holding 

onto the condom while with- 


long-acting reversible drawing) (Oakley & Bogue, One of the reasons for adults’ concern about adolescent sexual 
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The rate of adolescent preg- the United States is comparable to that in many other 
nancy is substantially higher in countries. For example, the average age at which young 


women become sexually active is 17 in both the United 
States and the Netherlands, but the U.S. teen pregnancy 
rate is four times higher (Sedgh et al., 2015). 


Adolescents’ Reasons for Not 
Using Contraception 


Why do so few American adolescents use contraception 
regularly and effectively? Social scientists point to three 
broad factors: lack of planning, lack of access, and lack of 
knowledge. 

By far the most important reason many adolescents 
fail to use birth control is that their sexual activity is 
unplanned (Kirby, 2007). This absence of planning may 
reflect adolescents’ resistance to admitting that they are 
choosing to be sexually active, which may explain why 
adolescents who have taken virginity pledges often do not 
use contraception when they break their pledge and have 
sex (Briickner & Bearman, 2005; Rosenbaum, 2009) and 
why conservatively religious adolescents are less likely to 
be sexually active but also are less likely to consistently 
use birth control if they do have sex (Burdette et al., 
2014). Adolescents’ failure to use contraceptives also may 
reflect the fact that adolescents are just generally less 
likely to plan ahead, exercise self-control, and think about 
the future consequences of their behavior than adults 
(Hansen et al., 2018; Steinberg, 2014). Going on the pill 
or purchasing a condom requires an adolescent to 
acknowledge that he or she is having or is going to have 
sexual relations and engage in some advance planning. 
One reason long-acting reversible contraception is effec- 
tive is that once the device is in place, no further planning 
is required. 

One of the best predictors of condom use is the indi- 
vidual’s intent to use a condom and willingness to com- 
municate about it with his or her partner (Widman et al., 
2006). When it comes to using a condom, males tend to 
have more influence than females (Vasilenko, Kreager, & 
Lefkowitz, 2015). Interventions designed to strengthen 
adolescents’ intentions and their ability to communicate 
with their partner about contraception, and not just 
increase their knowledge, have been shown to be effective 
in promoting condom use, even within high-risk popula- 
tions (DiClemente et al., 2004). 

A second reason for adolescents’ failure to use contra- 
ception, although a far less important one, is that some 
adolescents can’t afford birth control or don’t know 
where to obtain it (Kirby, 2007). Lack of access (whether 
real or perceived) is an especially important barrier 
among younger adolescents, who may feel uncomfortable 
discussing their sexual activity with parents or other 
adults whose help or consent may be necessary in order 
to obtain birth control. Having ready access to a free, 
confidential family planning service that does not require 
parents’ consent is a strong predictor of whether adoles- 
cents will use contraceptives consistently or at all (Ryan, 
Franzetta, & Manlove, 2007). Teen pregnancies and 
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childbearing increase after states implement require- 
ments that adolescents get their parents' consent in order 
to obtain contraception (Zavodny, 2004), and surveys of 
sexually active teenagers who use contraceptives indicate 
that one-fifth of them would stop using them if they had 
to notify their parents in order to get them (Jones et al., 
2005). Some experts have called for changes in regula- 
tions that would permit adolescents to purchase oral con- 
traceptives without a prescription, noting that today's 
birth control pills are safe and effective, even more so for 
adolescents than adults (Upadhaya et al., 2017). 

Finally, many young people are insufficiently educated 
about sex, contraception, and pregnancy, which may 
leave them misinformed about when and how to use con- 
traception (Kirby, 2007; Ryan, Franzetta, & Manlove, 
2007). For example, although it is important for adoles- 
cents to understand the need to use contraception every 
time they have sex, a very large proportion of teenagers 
who have had sex with contraception have also had sex 
without contraception (Vasilenko, Kreager, & Lefkowitz, 
2015). That said, knowledge alone does not seem to be 
sufficient to promote contraceptive use; individuals must 
be motivated to use contraception as well as know why 
they need to (Sheeran, Abraham, & Orbell, 1999). 

Given all these reasons-lack of planning, lack of 
access, and lack of knowledge-it is not surprising that 
one of the best predictors of contraceptive use is the ado- 
lescent's age: Older teenagers are better at thinking ahead, 
less guilty about having sex, more likely to be able to dis- 
cuss contraception with their partner, and better able to 
grasp the potential negative consequences of an unwanted 
pregnancy. Relatively younger women are even less likely 
to use contraception if their partner is older and more 
likely, as a result, to contract an STD (Pettifor et al., 2010; 
Ryan et al., 2008). 


Improving Contraceptive Behavior 


There is a great deal that adults can do to improve the con- 
traceptive behavior of adolescents (Jones et al., 2011). 
First, adults can see that contraceptives are made accessi- 
ble to young people who want them; many experts have 
called for increasing school-based condom distribution 
programs (Society for Adolescent Health and Medicine, 
2017). Second, parents and schools can provide sex educa- 
tion at an early enough age to instruct young people in the 
fundamentals of contraceptive use before, rather than 
after, they ve become sexually active; such education 
should try to strengthen adolescents' intentions to use con- 
traception and not just increase their contraceptive knowl- 
edge. Third, parents can be more open and responsive in 
the ways in which they communicate with their teenagers 
about sex, and about safe sex in particular, so that when 
adolescents become sexually active, they find it easier to 
plan ahead without feeling guilty. Finally, adolescents can 
be encouraged to consider the potential future conse- 
quences of an unplanned pregnancy or a sexually 
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transmitted disease. One way to do this is to engage adoles- 
cents in school, which may improve their aspirations for 
the future (Knowles et al., 2020; Manlove et al., 2013). 
Adolescents who do not believe that a pregnancy will be an 
impediment to their future goals are less likely to take steps 
to avoid getting pregnant (Mireles-Rios & Romo, 2014). 


AIDS and Other Sexually 
Transmitted Diseases 


Helping youngsters understand sex, pregnancy, and contra- 
ception is an important goal of sex education programs for 
adolescents. Helping them avoid the risks of sexually trans- 
mitted diseases (STDs) (also referred to as sexually trans- 
mitted infections, or STIs) is another. STDs are caused by 
viruses, bacteria, or parasites that are transmitted through 
sexual contact. About 10 million people between the ages 
of 15 and 24 are diagnosed with a sexually transmitted 
infection each year (Shannon & Klausner, 2018). Some of 
the most common STDs among adolescents are gonorrhea 
and chlamydia (both caused by a bacterium), herpes and 
human papillomavirus (HPV) (both caused by a virus), and 

trichomoniasis (caused by a par- 


sexually transmitted 
disease (STD) 

Any of a group of infections— 
including HPV, gonorrhea, 
trichomoniasis, herpes, 
chlamydia, and AIDS— passed 


on through sexual contact. 


gonorrhea 
A sexually transmitted infection 
caused by a bacterium. 


chlamydia 
A sexually transmitted infection 
caused by a bacterium. 


herpes 
A sexually transmitted infection 


caused by a virus. 


human papillomavirus 
(HPV) 

One of several viruses that 
causes a sexually transmitted 
disease. 


trichomoniasis 
A sexually transmitted infection 
caused by a parasite. 


AIDS (acquired immune 
deficiency syndrome) 

A disease, caused by a virus 
transmitted by means of bodily 
fluids, that devastates the 
immune system. 


HIV (human 
immunodeficiency virus) 
The virus associated with AIDS. 


asite) (Forhan et al, 2009). 
One-fourth of all sexually active 
American young women 
between the ages of 14 and 19 
have at least one of these five 
infections (Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2020). 
These infections pose a signifi- 
cant health risk because they are 
associated with increased rates 
of cancer and infertility. Coun- 
tries vary considerably in rates 
of STD infection, with the 
United States having the highest 
rate in the developed world 
(World Population Review, 
2020). 


HIV/AIDS Since the 1980s, a 
new and far more serious STD 
has commanded the world’s 
attention: AIDS, or acquired 
immune deficiency syndrome. 
The virus that causes AIDS, 
human immunodeficiency virus 
(HIV), is transmitted through 
bodily fluids, especially semen, 
during sex, or blood when drug 
users share needles. AIDS 
itself has no symptoms, but 
HIV attacks the body’s immune 
system, interfering with the 
body’s ability to defend itself 


against life-threatening diseases such as pneumonia or 
cancer. Because there is a long period of time between 
HIV infection and the actual manifestation of illness— 
sometimes as long as 10 years—infected adolescents are 
likely to be asymptomatic carriers of the HIV virus who 
may develop AIDS in young adulthood. Although ado- 
lescents and young adults account for about one-fifth of 
new HIV infections each year, the rate of infection in this 
age group has dropped over the past 2 decades. Most 
new cases in this age group are among Black and Latinx 
gay young men (Centers for Disease Control and Preven- 
tion, 2019). The chances of contracting HIV are greatest 
among individuals who use drugs, have unprotected sex, 
have many sexual partners, and already have another 
STD (such as gonorrhea) (Elkington, Bauermeister, & 
Zimmerman, 2010). Because these risk factors are more 
common among young people than adults, the risk of 
HIV infection among adolescents is substantial. 


Protecting Against STDs Adults often forget that 
adolescents’ sexual behavior is as much, if not more, 
influenced by their perceptions of benefits (for example, 
the fun of having different partners or the physical sensa- 
tion of unprotected intercourse) as it is by their percep- 
tions of costs (for example, the risks of pregnancy or 
contracting an STD). Adolescents have sex because they 
want intimacy with their partner, status with their peers, 
and, of course, physical pleasure (Ott et al., 2006). In one 
large-scale study, among both males and females, the 
belief that condoms reduced pleasure was the main rea- 
son for nonuse (Higgins & Wang, 2015); along these 
lines, when condoms are not immediately available, 
young men are more likely to go ahead and have unpro- 
tected sex when they are relatively more attracted to their 
partner (Collado et al., 2017). 

Short of abstinence, the best way for teenagers to 
protect themselves against contracting HIV and other 
STDs is by using condoms; adolescents who consis- 
tently use condoms are half as likely as those who do not 
to contract an STD (Crosby et al., 2003). One large- 
scale evaluation of a media campaign targeted at Black 
youth (who are five times more likely than other youth 
to have an STD; Centers for Disease Control and Pre- 
vention, 2019a) and designed to promote the messages 
that using condoms would make sex more worry-free 
and therefore more enjoyable, that waiting to have sex 
was a way of showing respect for one’s partner, and that 
a “steady partner is a safe partner” was shown to be 
effective in changing adolescents’ attitudes and condom 
use (Romer et al., 2009). 


Teen Pregnancy 


Given the high rate of sexual activity and relatively poor 
record of contraceptive use among contemporary adoles- 
cents, it comes as little surprise to learn that many young 


women become pregnant before the end of adolescence. 
Each year, more than 200,000 American adolescents 
between 15 and 19 become pregnant—giving the United 
States the highest rate of teen pregnancy in the industrial- 
ized world (see Table 11.1) (Sedgh et al., 2015). The rate 
of unintended pregnancy is far greater among adolescents 
than adults once age differences in sexual activity are 
taken into account (Finer, 2010). Close to 90% of teen 
pregnancies are unintended (Committee on Adolescence, 
2014). This is important because having an unintended 
pregnancy increases the odds that an adolescent mother 
will experience difficulties in parenting (East, Chien, & 
Barber, 2012). 


making the cultural 

connection 

Although rates of sexual activity are no higher in the 
United States than in many other industrialized countries, 


rates of STDs, teen pregnancy, and teen childbearing are. 
What factors do you think contribute to this? 


Rate per 1,000 females 15-19 years old 
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Prevalence of Teen Pregnancy About one-quarter 
of American young women become pregnant at least 
once by age 20 (Power to Decide, 2016). This rate is dra- 
matically lower than it had been a few decades ago (it 
peaked in the early 1990s, when it was twice as high as it 
is today). Teen pregnancy has become less common 
mainly because of increased and improved contraceptive 
use (including the use of long-acting reversible contracep- 
tion) (Lindberg, Santelli, & Desai, 2016). Rates of teen 
pregnancy vary considerably by ethnicity: The rate is 
nearly three times higher among Black youth and more 
than twice as high among Latinx youth than among White 
youth; the rate among Asian American adolescents is 
lowest of all (National Campaign to Prevent Teen and 
Unplanned Pregnancy, 2015). 

Keep in mind that not all adolescent pregnancies 
result in childbirth, however. But as rates of teen preg- 
nancy have fallen, so have rates of teen births (Martin 
et al., 2019) (see Figure 11.9). In the United States, about 
25% of all teenage pregnancies are aborted, and slightly 
more than 15% end in miscarriage (Kost & Henshaw, 
2014). Among American adolescents who carry their 


Rates of adolescent pregnancies, abortions, and births in Europe and the United States. 


Pregnancies that end 


Table 11.1 
Country Year Pregnancies 
Belgium 2009 21 
Denmark 2011 21 
England and Wales 2011 47 
Estonia 2011 43 
Finland 2011 23 
France 2011 25 
Hungary 2011 38 
Iceland 2011 30 
Israel 2011 23 
Netherlands 2008 14 
New Zealand 2011 51 
Norway 2011 23 
Portugal 2011 25 
Scotland 2011 46 
Singapore 2011 14 
Slovakia 2011 33 
Slovenia 2009 14 
Spain 2011 26 
Sweden 2010 29 
Switzerland 2011 8 
United States 2010 57 


(Sedgh et al., 2015) 


in abortion (%) 


Abortions Births 
8 10 38 
14 5 67 
20 21 42 
19 19 43 
13 8 55 
15 7 61 
16 18 41 
15 11 51 
8 13 32 
7 5 50 
18 26 36 
13 7 56 
8 13 33 
17 23 37 
8 5 54 
6 22 17 
7 5 48 
13 10 50 
20 6 69 
5 2 59 
15 34 26 
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Figure 11.9 Trends in o 80 
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pregnancy full term, very few put the baby up for adop- 
tion. Thus, around 60% of teenage pregnancies in the 
United States result in the birth of an infant who will be 
raised by his or her mother (with or without the help of a 
partner or other family members). The proportion of teen 
pregnancies that are aborted differs from country to 
country, from a low of about 3% in Azerbaijan to a high 
of close to 70% in Sweden (Sedgh et al., 2015). 


Abortion Researchers have asked whether teenagers 
who choose to abort an unwanted pregnancy are harmed 
psychologically by the experience. The consensus among 
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experts is that they are not (Adler, Ozer, & Tschann, 
2003). Several studies indicate that pregnant teenage 
women who abort their pregnancy are significantly better 
off, psychologically, socially, and economically, than 
women who give birth to their child, both in the United 
States (Zabin, Hirsch, & Emerson, 1989) and abroad 
(Jalanko et al., 2020) (see Figure 11.10). Among the most 
important differences between pregnant adolescents who 
abort their pregnancy and those who do not is that young 
women who terminate their pregnancy by abortion are 
less likely over the next 2 years to experience a subsequent 
pregnancy and are more likely to practice contraception. 


=== [cenage induced abortion 
=== Teenage childbirth 
=== No teenage pregnancy 
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Figure 1110 Adolescents who abort their pregnancies are significantly less likely to develop a psychiatric disorder 
than those who give birth to the child, but more likely than those who were never pregnant. (Jalanko et al., 2020) 
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The benefits of terminating an unwanted pregnancy also 
extend to young men; men whose partners abort their 
pregnancy are more likely than those whose partners give 
birth to the child to complete high school and go to col- 
lege (Everett et al., 2019) (see Figure 11.11). 

Given the psychological and economic benefits of ter- 
minating an unwanted adolescent pregnancy, it is easy to 
understand why many social scientists have questioned 
the wisdom of court decisions designed to restrict adoles- 
cents' access to abortion services (ACLU, 2021). While 
some studies show that laws requiring parental notifica- 
tion or limiting access to legal abortion do, in fact, result 
in fewer terminated pregnancies among adolescents (e.g., 
Ralph et al., 2018), not all studies reach the same conclu- 
sion (e.g., Ramesh, Zimmerman, & Patel, 2016). Policies 
limiting access to abortion lead to higher rates of unin- 
tended childbearing, especially among Black, Latinx, and 
poor youth (Coles et al., 2010). 

One reason to worry about parental notification laws 
is that there are many adolescents who don't want to tell 
their parents about their decision to abort a pregnancy 
because they fear their parents' reaction, either to the 
plans to abort the pregnancy or to simply the fact that 
they are sexually active. In response to this, several states 
have implemented laws that allow adolescents who are 
unwilling to involve their parents in their decision making 
to obtain permission from a judge to seek an abortion 
without notifying their parents, a procedure known as a 
judicial bypass. Although this sounds reasonable in prin- 
ciple, some studies find that adolescents who pursue this 
option describe the process as intimidating and humiliat- 
ing and are emotionally distressed by judges who lecture 
or shame them and question whether they are sufficiently 
mature to make the decision without involving their par- 
ents (Coleman-Minahan et al., 2019). 


Causes of Teen Pregnancy Many myths permeate 
discussions of the causes of adolescent pregnancy and 
complicate what is actually a fairly simple matter. The 
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Figure 1111 Young men whose partners abort 
their pregnancy are more likely to complete high 
school and go to college than those whose 
partners give birth to the child. (Everett et al., 2019) 
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most important differences between young women who 
do and do not become pregnant during adolescence are 
in their sexual activity and contraceptive use. As you have 
read, sexual intercourse among American young people is 
common (although not as common as it had been), while 
contraceptive use is sporadic and inadequate (although 
better than it had been). More than 80% of adolescent 
pregnancies are unintended (Finer & Zolna, 2016). 
“Unintended” has different meanings, though, and the 
line between intended and unintended is often blurry. 
Here’s an example: Imagine that you are going to a party 
and you've told yourself that you were only going to drink 
in moderation. You arrive at the party and see that things 
are pretty wild. After one drink, a friend offers you 
another, and as the evening went on and you found your- 
self having fun, this happened a few times, and you felt a 
little drunk. Would we say that you had “intended” to 
drink too much? Probably not. But surely you could have 
stopped this from happening if you had taken certain 
steps (e.g., left the party once you discovered what it was 
like, asked a friend to stop you from drinking, and so on). 
Although becoming intoxicated wasn't something you 
intended to do, you didn't do anything to stop this from 
happening. Under these circumstances, “unintended” 
may not be the right way to describe what happened. 
Deep down inside, do adolescents who become preg- 
nant actually intend to have a baby? This, too, is a diffi- 
cult question to answer. According to national surveys, 
75% of births to women ages 15 to 19 are not planned, so 
we know that the vast majority of adolescent mothers did 
not become pregnant intention- 
ally (Finer & Zolna, 2016). Yet, 
studies that plumb the issue a 
bit deeper find that many young 
women who say they do not 
want to become pregnant are 
actually ambivalent and not 
unequivocally negative about 
the prospect of having a child 


judicial bypass 
A regulation in many states 
that allows adolescents who 


involve their parents in the 


from a judge to seek an 
abortion. 


want to abort a pregnancy but 
who are unwilling or unable to 


decision to obtain permission 
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(Jaccard, Dodge, & Dittus, 2003). For example, consider 
the following response from a 17-year-old Australian girl 
when asked about her pregnancy: “I knew it was going to 
happen, like I didn’t stop it from happening so if it was 
going to happen it was going to happen and if it didn’t, it 
didn’t” (Smith, Skinner, & Fenwick, 2011, p. 628). She 
doesn’t explicitly say that she wanted to get pregnant, but 
she doesn’t say that she didn’t want to either. Was her 
pregnancy intended or unintended? 

Adolescents who are ambivalent about childbearing or 
who believe that having a child will be a positive experi- 
ence are less likely to use contraception effectively 
(Unger, Molina, & Teran, 2002; Zabin, Astone, & Emer- 
son, 1993). Thus, while the vast majority of sexually 
active teenagers do not actively wish to become pregnant, 
a significant minority feel less troubled by the prospect of 
early parenthood than do their peers, and these young- 
sters are more likely to risk pregnancy by having unpro- 
tected sex. As one team of authors wrote, “Adolescent 
childbearing is more an unintended result of risky behav- 
iors than a result of rational choice" (Trent & Crowder, 
1997, p. 532). Consistent with this, rates of unintended 
pregnancy are four times higher among adolescents with 
ADHD and other problems that are associated with risk 
taking (Owens & Hinshaw, 2020). 


Adolescent Parenthood It is important to distin- 


guish between pregnancies and actual births—a distinc- 
tion that often is lost in debates over the consequences of 
teenage pregnancy. Because 40% of teen pregnancies in 
the United States do not result in the birth of a child, the 
birth rate among adolescents is far lower than it would 
otherwise be, and it may surprise you to learn that the 


Each year, more than 600,000 American adolescents become 
pregnant—giving the United States the highest rate of teen 
pregnancy in the industrialized world. Katarzyna 

Bialasiewicz/ 123RF 


birth rate among adolescent women today is considerably 
lower than it was in previous eras. Contrary to the popu- 
lar idea that teenage childbearing has reached epidemic 
proportions in this country, relatively more women gave 
birth to an infant before reaching adulthood in previous 
decades than do so today—and by a large margin. Never- 
theless, the rate of teenage births in the United States 
continues to be more than twice as high as in Canada, 
three times greater than in Iceland, five times greater 
than in France, nine times greater than in Japan, and 
17 times greater than in Switzerland (Sedgh et al., 2015). 

All sorts of explanations for the astoundingly high rate 
of teenage childbearing in the United States have been 
offered (often, the finger is pointed at the mass media, 
which are blamed for pretty much everything adolescents 
do that adults disapprove of). More likely candidates are 
income inequality and school attendance: The greater the 
gap between rich and poor and the lower the rate of 
school attendance among young people, the higher the 
rate of teen childbearing. According to international data 
from the World Bank and the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, among developed coun- 
tries, the United States pretty much leads the list in 
income inequality and is below average in the proportion 
of adolescents who attend school regularly. 

Rates of teenage childbearing also vary markedly 
across ethnic and socioeconomic groups. Middle-class 
women are far more likely to abort their pregnancies than 
are poor women, and as a consequence, the problem of 
teenage childbearing is densely concentrated among eco- 
nomically disadvantaged youth. Because minority adoles- 
cents are more likely to grow up poor, teenage childbearing 
is especially prevalent in nonwhite communities. 


Children of Teen Mothers Studies of the children of 
teen parents consistently find that they are more likely to 
have behavioral, psychological, and scholastic problems 
than their peers born to adult parents (Hoffman & 
Maynard, 2008). But because teenage childbearing tends 
to go hand in hand with a variety of other problems—the 
most critical of which is poverty—it is extremely difficult 
to know whether any problems of teenage mothers or 
their children result from the mother's young age or from 
other, correlated factors. 

Separating the effects of early childbearing from pov- 
erty is a matter of more than theoretical importance: If 
early childbearing is, in fact, a problem in and of itself, it 
becomes important to direct preventive programs at 
deterring adolescent pregnancy (either by discouraging 
sexual activity or by encouraging effective contraceptive 
use) and childbearing (by encouraging adoption and 
abortion). But if poverty, not the mother's age, is the key, 
an entirely different set of strategies is called for, aimed 
not at youngsters' sexual behavior but at all individuals 
economic circumstances. It is extremely important, there- 
fore, to ask whether and in what ways a mother's age at 


the time she gives birth affects her and her child’s 
well-being. 

In fact, many of the problems that afflict children 
born to adolescent mothers result primarily from poverty 
and single parenthood and from other qualities that often 
characterize young women who become teen parents 
(such as poor school achievement), rather than from the 
mother’s youth (Levine, Emery, & Pollack, 2007; Pittard, 
Laditka, & Laditka, 2008). Babies born to middle-class 
adolescents differ little from their counterparts born to 
middle-class adults, and infants born to poor adolescents 
are similar to children born to equally poor adults. 

One important exception to this general similarity 
between the children of adolescent and adult mothers is 
that adolescent mothers—even of similar socioeconomic 
status—may perceive their babies as being especially diffi- 
cult and may interact with their infants less often in ways 
that are known to be beneficial to the child’s cognitive 
and social development (Reid & Meadows-Oliver, 2007). 
Children born to adolescent mothers are more likely to 
have school problems, to be involved in misbehavior and 
delinquent activity, to be sexually active at an early age, 
and to become an adolescent parent (Campa & Ecken- 
rode, 2006; Tang et al., 2016). In general, and for reasons 
that are not known, the cognitive and psychosocial prob- 
lems of children born to adolescent mothers grow increas- 
ingly more apparent with age (that is, the differences 
between children born to teen versus adult mothers are 
more evident in adolescence than infancy). 

Again, though, studies show that the adverse outcomes 
of being born to an adolescent mother—even outcomes 
not visible until the children have reached young adult- 
hood-are attributable both to characteristics of young 
women who are likely to become teen parents (for exam- 
ple, the adverse effects of being raised by someone who is 
poorly educated) and to the circumstances that character- 
ize the family environments of young mothers (for exam- 
ple, the adverse effects of growing up in poverty) (Jaffee 
et al., 2001; Pogarsky, Lizotte, & Thornberry, 2003). 
Because adolescent mothers are more likely than adult 
mothers to be both unmarried and poor, their children 
are at greater risk of developing a variety of psychological 
and social problems. Many of the problem behaviors seen 
among children of adolescent mothers are prevalent 
among poor children growing up in single-parent homes 
generally. 

In other words, the greater incidence of problems 
among offspring of adolescent mothers may reflect the 
overall environment in which the children grow up, rather 
than the ways in which they are raised. Although in theory 
we can separate the effects of poverty on children from the 
effects of adolescent childbearing, in reality, the two usu- 
ally go together, and the end result is that children born to 
adolescent mothers are more likely than other children to 
suffer the effects both of malnutrition—in the womb as well 
as in the world—and of environmental deprivation. 
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Consequences for Teen Mothers Actually, the prob- 
lems associated with teen parenthood may actually be 
greater for the mothers than for their children. In general, 
women who bear children early suffer disruptions in their 
educational and occupational careers (Gibb et al., 2014; 
Hoffman & Maynard, 2008). Not only are adolescent 
mothers more likely to come from a poor background and 
to have a history of academic difficulties, but they are also 
more likely to remain poor than their equally disadvan- 
taged peers who delay childbearing until after their school- 
ing is completed (Mollborn, 2007). However, many 
adolescent mothers were low-achieving students before 
becoming pregnant, and the limited educational attain- 
ment of teenage mothers is at least partly due to factors 
that were in play long before the pregnancy, perhaps even 
during early childhood (Fergusson & Woodward, 2000; 
Russell, 2002). In short, poverty and low achievement are 
both causes and consequences of early childbearing. 

Having a child early in life does not inevitably cast in 
concrete a life of poverty and misery for the mother and 
her youngster, however. There is considerable diversity 
among teenage mothers in the routes that their adult lives 
take (Oxford et al., 2006). One study identified three dis- 
tinct groups: a problem-prone group (1575 of the sample), 
who had chronic problems in many areas of life, includ- 
ing antisocial behavior; a psychologically vulnerable 
group (42%), who had relatively high rates of mental 
health problems but who were able to transition into 
adult roles with some degree of success; and a normative 
group (43%), who defied common stereotypes of adoles- 
cent mothers as doomed to failure and poverty and who 
were able to make a successful transition to adulthood 
(Oxford et al., 2005). 

In general, young mothers who remain in or return to 
high school and delay subsequent childbearing fare a 
great deal better over the long run—as do their children— 
than those who drop out of school or have more children 
relatively early (Dahl, 2010). Remaining in school and 
living at home with one's parents significantly diminishes 
the chances of a second unwanted pregnancy (Manlove, 
Mariner, & Papillo, 2000). Marriage, in contrast, is a 
high-risk strategy. When a stable relationship is formed 
and economic resources are available, marriage improves 
the mother's and the child's chances for life success; this 
seems to be especially true for women who marry some- 
what later. However, a hasty decision to marry in the 
absence of a stable relationship and economic security 
exacerbates many other problems (Dahl, 2010). 


After the Baby Is Born Many of the negative effects 
of having children as a teenager can be prevented or at 
least minimized by lessening the disruptive economic 
impact of teenage parenthood on young women's lives 
(Development Services Group & Child Welfare Informa- 
tion Gateway, 2005). What do we know about the factors 
that work? 
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First, marrying the father of the child may place the 
adolescent mother at greater risk if the father is not 
capable of economically supporting himself, much less 
his family. If the father is able to find a good job and 
remain employed, he can be an important source of 
psychological and economic support and a healthy 
influence on the mother and child. However, it is all too 
likely that marriage may diminish, rather than enhance, 
an adolescent mother’s economic circumstances. In 
addition, marriage places the adolescent mother at 
greater risk of having another child relatively soon, 
which further jeopardizes her already precarious eco- 
nomic situation. Moreover, teenage marriage is very 
likely to end in divorce, which itself is an additional 
stressor on the mother and child. 

Adolescent mothers therefore cannot always look to 
the father of the child to help break the cycle of poverty. 
However, in many cases, they can look to their own par- 
ents for support, and this may be an effective strategy. 
Teenage mothers who move in with their own family for a 
short time—a practice far more common among Black 
than Latinx or White adolescents—are more likely to 
enjoy educational and occupational success than their 
counterparts who live on their own because the family’s 
help allows the young mother to return to school or find 
employment. Without this help, many young mothers 
drop out of school and have to find and pay for child care, 
which often is more costly than the income their low- 
paying jobs generate. Without a high school diploma, 
these women have little chance of improving their economic 
situation or their child’s opportunities. 

One fact is certain: Adolescent mothers who receive 
social support fare better, are better parents, and have 
healthier children than do adolescent mothers who lack 
support (Riggs et al., 2004; Turner, Sorenson, & Turner, 
2000). The best arrangement for a teenage mother is usu- 
ally to live independently from her own parents but to rely 
on them for emotional support and child care (Coley & 
Chase-Lansdale, 1998). 

Because it is so important for young mothers to have 
an adequate income and a chance for adequate employ- 
ment, many policy makers have called for changes in the 
ways that schools and other social institutions treat preg- 
nant students and changes in the provision of day care. 
Among the most important are adaptations in school 
schedules and the development of school-based child care 
centers so that pregnant students can remain in school 
after the birth of their child; the expansion of subsidized 
child care for young mothers who are out of school so 
that the economic benefits of having a job are not out- 
weighed by the costs of child care; and the expansion of 
family planning services to adolescent mothers so that 
they can prevent another pregnancy. 

Although there are stories of young women whose 
lives are not devastated by early childbearing, the suc- 
cesses are young women who have avoided poverty, rather 


Because adolescent mothers are more likely than adult mothers 
to be both unmarried and poor, their children are at greater risk 
of developing a variety of psychological and social problems. 
Ian Hooton/SPL/Alamy Stock Photo 


than achieving great economic success. Although the pic- 
ture of adolescent parenthood is less uniformly dire than 
typically painted in the media, there is still consensus 
among experts that it is important to try to prevent teen- 
age pregnancy and childbearing. 


Sex Education 


Each year, millions of dollars are spent attempting to pre- 
vent teen pregnancy and the spread of sexually transmit- 
ted diseases. Many adolescents receive some sort of 
classroom instruction about sex—whether through high 
school health classes, biology classes, classes designated 
exclusively for the purpose of sex education, or educa- 
tional programs administered through youth or religious 
organizations. Do these programs do any good? 

The answer to this question is complicated and 
depends on the nature of the program and the outcome it 
is trying to achieve. A comprehensive review of more than 
50 curriculum-based programs concluded that carefully 
constructed educational interventions can delay the initi- 
ation of sex and reduce rates of risky sexual activity 


among adolescents (Kirby & Laris, 2009), although the 
long-term effectiveness of these programs has not been 
adequately studied (Kagesten et al., 2014). One problem 
is that many schools do not use sex education curricula 
that have proven effectiveness (Bryan, Gillman, & Han- 
sen, 2016); moreover, what is effective in one population 
(suburban middle-class teenagers) isn’t necessarily effec- 
tive in a different one (poor, inner-city teenagers) (Bull 
et al., 2016; Jenner et al., 2016). Generally speaking, pro- 
grams are more effective in reducing risky sex than in 
reducing sexual activity more generally. But experts agree 
that successful interventions must do more than provide 
information about contraception, STDs, and pregnancy. 
They must also teach adolescents how to refuse unwanted 
sex and avoid unintended sex, increase adolescents’ moti- 
vation to engage in safe sex, and change perceptions 
about peer norms and attitudes (Jaramillo et al., 2017). 
These approaches, collectively, are referred to as 
comprehensive sex education. Surveys of adolescents find 
that they overwhelming prefer this type of sex education 
(Corcoran et al., 2020). 

Although many adults are concerned that teaching 
adolescents how to engage in safe sex sends a message 
encouraging more teenagers to become sexually active, 
evaluations of effective comprehensive sex education pro- 
grams (even those that distribute condoms to teenagers) 
show that this is not the case (Kirby & Laris, 2009; Min- 
guez et al., 2015). In fact, expanding access to family plan- 
ning services and contraceptives is more effective than 
sex education in deterring teen childbearing without 
increasing adolescents' sexual activity or encouraging an 
early sexual debut (Algur et al., 2019; Beltz et al., 2015). 
This is consistent with evaluations of other health educa- 
tion interventions, which find that many are good at 
changing what teenagers know but not at changing how 


they behave (Abe et al., 2016; 
Kelsey et al, 2016; Gelfond 
et al., 2016; Steinberg, 2015). 
We also know a fair amount 
about what doesnt work. Care- 
ful evaluations of abstinence-only 
sex education programs have 
shown unequivocally that they 
are not successful, either in 
changing adolescents’ sexual 
behavior or in reducing rates of 
pregnancy or STDs (Santelli 
et al., 2017). In fact, absti- 
nence-only education programs 
cause an increase in teen preg- 
nancy and childbearing (Stan- 
ger-Hall & Hall, 2011; Yang & 
Gaydos, 2010). Programs that 
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comprehensive sex 
education 

Programs that not only provide 
information about 
contraception, STDs, and 
pregnancy but also teach 
adolescents how to refuse 
unwanted sex and avoid 
unintended sex, increase their 
motivation to engage in safe 
sex, and change perceptions 
about peer norms and 
attitudes. 


abstinence-only sex 
education 

Programs that encourage 
adolescents to avoid sexual 
activity but that do not provide 
information about safe sex. 


attempt to reduce sexual risk taking by reducing other 
forms of risky behavior (such as delinquency or substance 
use) also are not effective, consistent with the notion that 
sexual risk taking, while correlated with other types of risk 
taking, may have some unique causes (Santelli et al., 
2009). The evidence on other types of programs designed 
to reduce unsafe sex, such as those designed to encourage 
safe sex indirectly by facilitating positive youth develop- 


ment, is inconclusive (Kirby, 2007). 


Changing the context in which adolescents live may be 
a necessary addition to classroom-based education in 
order to change actual behavior (Shackleton et al., 2016). 
For example, providing adult-supervised, structured after- 
school activities for young adolescents would limit their 
opportunities to have sex during late afternoon hours, 
which is the most common time of day for young teenag- 


ers’ sexual activity. 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 
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Achievement 


Achievement as an Adolescent Issue Educational Achievement 
Puberty and Achievement The Importance of Socioeconomic Status 
Cognitive Change and Achievement Ethnic Differences in Educational 
Social Roles and Achievement Achievement 

The Importance of Noncognitive Factors ee peuvent 
Achievement Motivation Dropping Out of High School 


Beliefs About Success and Failure . . 
Occupational Achievement 


The Development of Occupational Plans 
Influences on Occupational Choices 


Environmental Influences on Achievement 
The Influence of the Home Environment 
The Influence of Friends 


Because adolescence is typically a time of prepara- 
tion for the roles of adulthood, considerable attention has 
been paid to the development and expression of achieve- 
ment during these years. Broadly defined, achievement 
concerns the development of motives, capabilities, interests, 
and behavior that have to do with performance in evalua- 
tive situations. The study of achievement during adoles- 
cence has focused on young people’s performance in 
educational settings and on their hopes and plans for 
future scholastic and occupational careers. 

Achievement is a particularly important consideration in 
the study of adolescence in contemporary society. Industrial- 
ized societies place an extraordinary emphasis on perfor- 
mance, competition, and success. During childhood and 
adolescence, youngsters are continually tested to determine 
how they stand in relation to their peers. In most industrial- 
ized societies, the amount of education a person has com- 
pleted and the job he or she holds—two of the most important 
indicators of achievement—provide a basis for the individu- 
al's self-conceptions and image in the eyes of others. 

A second reason for the importance of achievement in 
the study of adolescence concerns the range and rapidly 
changing nature of the choices faced by today's young 
people. Adolescents in modern societies are confronted 
with an array of difficult educational and occupational deci- 
sions before they turn 25. Beyond such fundamental ques- 
tions as whether to continue with schooling after high school 
and what type of career to follow, adolescents must think 
about what specific sorts of jobs should be pursued within a 
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particular career path, what kind of educational preparation 
would be most appropriate, and how to get a decent job. 
Maybe you're considering a career as a therapist who 
works with teenagers. Is it better to major in some sort of 
counseling or to follow a more general, liberal arts course 
of study? How early do you have to decide which specific 
profession to specialize in (e.g., counseling, social work, 
psychology, psychiatry)? Is it necessary to go to graduate 
school right away, or is it better to g 
ence before applying? These are all difficult questions to 
answer. And they are made more difficult because the 
nature of work and the preparation one needs for specific 
careers change so rapidly. What might have been good 
advice 10 years ago might be terrible advice today. 
Finally, achievement is a particularly important issue in 
the study of adolescence in contemporary society because 
individuals vary so widely in levels of educational and 
occupational success. By the end of high school, many 
adolescents demonstrate a high enough level of academic 
achievement to enter selective colleges and universities; 
at the other extreme are their peers who enter adulthood 
unable even to read a newspaper or understand a bus 
schedule. Although 70% of adolescents in the United 
States today go on to college immediately after high 
school, nearly 10% drop out of high school before graduat- 
ing (the figure is even higher in many inner-city schoo 
districts). In this chapter, we'll look at the many factors tha 
distinguish between young people who are successful and 
those who are not. 


some work experi- 


Achievement as an 
Adolescent Issue 


Development in the realm of achievement neither begins 
nor ends during adolescence. Educational institutions— 
even for young children—stress performance, competi- 
tion, and success on tests of knowledge and ability, even 
more so today than in the past. Concerns over achieve- 
ment continue throughout adulthood as well. Like their 
younger counterparts, adults often place a premium on 
success, and in American society, someone's occupation 
is an important part of his or her identity. 

Achievement during the adolescent years, though, mer- 
its special attention for several reasons. First, the fact that 
adolescence is a time of preparation for adult work roles 
raises questions about the nature of the preparation young 
people receive and the processes through which they sort 
themselves (or are sorted) into the jobs that may influence 
the remainder of their lives. Individuals' options for later 
school and work are often influenced by decisions they 


make during high school and college. It's important to ask 
how such options are perceived and defined, and how 
decisions are made. 

Second, although differences in school performance 
and achievement are apparent as early as the first grade, 
not until adolescence do individuals begin to fully appre- 
ciate the implications of these differences for immediate 
and future accomplishment. Children's occupational 
plans are often the product of fantasy and passing inter- 
ests, without any realistic assessment of their practicality 
or feasibility. During adolescence, individuals begin to 
evaluate their occupational choices in light of their actual 
talents, abilities, and opportunities and by comparing 
their own performance to that of those around them. 

Third, the scholastic and occupational decisions made 
during adolescence are more numerous, and the conse- 
quences of such choices more serious, than those made 
during childhood. In most elementary schools, children 
generally are all exposed to fairly similar curricula and 
have few opportunities to veer from the academic 
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noncognitive factors 
Influences on achievement 
that do not have to do with 
intellectual ability, such as 
determination, perseverance, 
and grit. 
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program established by their school. In high school, how- 
ever, students can decide how much science and math 
they want to take, whether they wish to study a foreign 
language, and whether they want to pursue a college-prep 
or vocational track—even whether they want to remain in 
school once they have reached the legal age for leaving 
school. Moreover, it is during adolescence that most indi- 
viduals decide whether they want to go to college or enter 
a fulltime job directly from high school. All these deci- 
sions have important implications for the sort of choices 
and plans the adolescent will make in the future, which, 
in turn, will influence earnings, lifestyle, identity, and sub- 
sequent psychosocial development. 

How might the biological, cognitive, and social 
changes of adolescence affect the ways in which individu- 
als respond in achievement-related situations? 


Puberty and Achievement 


Although the biological changes of puberty are less obvi- 
ous influences on achievement than are the cognitive and 
social transitions of the period, they may nevertheless 
affect the development of achievement in important ways. 
As you will read, the transition into secondary school is 
usually marked by a temporary drop in individuals’ moti- 
vation to achieve, and some of this may be related to 
puberty because it introduces new issues (such as dating 
and sex) into the adolescent’s mix of concerns. To the 
extent that puberty changes what’s important for main- 
taining status in the peer group, it may lead some adoles- 
cents to worry about whether trying too hard to do well 
will make them less attractive to their classmates. Puberty 
also increases adolescents’ interest in risky behavior 
(such as experimenting with drugs), which may conflict 
or interfere with what’s expected of them in school. 


Cognitive Change and Achievement 


The intellectual changes of the period obviously are 
important influences on achievement. Certain subjects, 
such as algebra, demand the use of the sorts of higher- 
order cognitive skills that don’t fully mature until adoles- 
cence. Perhaps more important, not until adolescence are 
individuals cognitively capable of seeing the long-term 
consequences of their educational and occupational 
choices or of realistically considering the range of scho- 
lastic and work possibilities open to them (Sharp et al., 
2020). Thus, a second reason for the prominence of 
achievement-related issues during adolescence is the 
advent of more sophisticated 
forms of thinking. The ability to 
think in hypothetical terms, for 
example, raises new achieve- 
ment concerns for the individ- 
ual (“Should I go to college after 
I graduate, or should I work for 


a while?”); it also permits the young person to think 
through such questions in a logical and systematic fash- 
ion (“If I decide to go to college, then . . ."). 


Social Roles and Achievement 


The main reason that many achievement-related issues 
take on new significance during adolescence, though, 
involves the social transition of the period. In virtually all 
societies, adolescence is the age when important educa- 
tional and occupational decisions are made, and educa- 
tional and work institutions are structured around this. In 
most societies, it is not until adolescence that individuals 
attain the status necessary to decide whether they will 
stop at high school or continue on to college. Similarly, it 
is not until adolescence that individuals are allowed to 
enter the labor force in an official capacity because child 
labor regulations typically prohibit the formal employment 
of youngsters under the age of 14 or so. In other words, the 
transition from school to work—one of the central issues 
in the study of achievement during adolescence-is a 
socially defined passage that society has determined will 
begin during adolescence, even if it is not complete until 
early adulthood. 

In this chapter, we look at the nature of achievement 
during the adolescent years. As you'll see, the extent to 
which an adolescent is successful in school and in prepar- 
ing for work is influenced by a complex array of personal 
and environmental factors. We begin with a look at one 
set of factors that reliably differentiates adolescents who 
are successful from their peers who are not. It turns out 
that noncognitive factors, such as how motivated some- 
one is to achieve or what the person believes about the 
causes of successes and failure, are far more important 
than had been thought. 


The Importance of 
Noncognitive Factors 


In recent years, there has been growing interest in under- 
standing the social and personality factors that predict 
success in school and work, especially things such as 
self-control and persistence (Padilla-Walker et al., 2013; 
Muenks et al., 2017). There is no question that success is 
partly determined by sheer ability (Bornstein, Hahn, & 
Wolke, 2013). But as many writers have pointed out, it 
takes more than talent to succeed; it also takes desire and 
determination—what some experts have called “grit” 
(Duckworth, 2016). Individuals differ in the extent to 
which they strive for success, and this differential striving— 
which can be measured independently of ability—helps 
to account for different degrees of actual achievement 
(Casillas et al., 2012; Mega, Ronconi, & De Beni, 2014). 
Let's look at some of the most important factors. As you 
read, stop and think about your own profile. 


Achievement Motivation 


How much do you care about succeeding in school? Two 
students may both score equally on an intelligence or apti- 
tude test, but if one student simply tries much harder than 
the other, their actual grades will probably differ. I've 
been advising undergraduate and graduate students for 
more than 45 years, and I can assure you that the differ- 
ence between those who are successful and those who are 
not usually has much more to do with their drive and 
capacity for self-direction than with their intelligence—an 
observation that is borne out by scientific study (Andersson 
& Bergman, 2011; Duckworth & Seligman, 2005; Pekrun, 
2017). As far as success in school or work is concerned, a 
certain amount of intelligence is necessary, but it’s more 
important to be determined than to be brilliant. Persever- 
ance is especially important when schoolwork is uninter- 
esting (Trautwein et al., 2015). 

In a classic study conducted more than 50 years ago, 
preschoolers were asked to choose between receiving a 
single marshmallow immediately or waiting 15 minutes to 
get two of them. This test measured what psychologists 
call delay of gratification, the ability to wait longer to get 
a larger, better, or more valuable reward instead of a less 
attractive one available immediately. In the marshmallow 
study, children who had a stronger ability to delay gratifi- 
cation when they were just preschoolers were far more 
likely than the others to be successful in school through- 
out childhood and adolescence, and, as adults, at work 
(Mischel, 2014). Motivation becomes a more and more 
important determinant of success during adolescence, 
as individuals increasingly are expected to take charge 
of their own educational careers. By the time one enters 
college, doing well is influenced as much by conscien- 
tiousness as it is by intelligence (Poropat, 2009). 


Fear of Failure Being motivated to achieve is only 
part of the story, however. Even students who are deter- 
mined to succeed are sometimes so afraid of failing that 
their strong achievement motivation is undermined. Fear 
of failure, which often creates feelings of anxiety during 
tests or in other evaluative situations, can interfere with 
successful performance. 

Some anxiety before taking a test or beginning a proj- 
ect can be helpful, but a little goes a long way. Being a 
little anxious helps to focus attention (if, for example, the 
task is boring), and a small amount of anxiety may 
improve performance by increasing one’s concentration, 
a phenomenon known as the Yerkes-Dodson law (Yerkes 
& Dodson, 1908) (see Figure 12.1). But the anxiety 
generated by a strong fear of failure interferes with suc- 
cessful performance. This often happens when the task 
involves learning something new or solving a complex 
problem. Studies of adolescents from affluent back- 
grounds who are under strong pressure to do well in 
school find that it isn’t so much parents’ pressure to do 


well that creates mental health 
problems but rather parents’ 
criticism when their expecta- 
tions aren’t achieved (Luthar, 
Shoum, & Brown, 2006). 

An adolescent’s motivation 
to succeed and her or his fear of 
failure work together to pull the 
individual toward (or repel the 
individual from) achievement 
situations. Individuals with a 
relatively strong motivation to 
succeed and a relatively weak 
fear of failure are more likely to 
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delay of gratification 

The capacity to wait longer to 
get a larger, better, or more 
valuable reward instead of a 
smaller, less attractive, or less 
valuable one that is available 
immediately. 


Yerkes-Dodson law 

A basic psychological principle 
that states that performance is 
impaired by too little or too 
much arousal or anxiety. 


underachievers 
Individuals whose actual school 
performance is lower than 


Performance 


actively approach challenging 
achievement situations—by tak- 
ing more difficult classes, for 
example—and to look forward 
to them. In contrast, adoles- 
cents whose fear of failure is intense and whose motiva- 
tion to succeed is weak will dread challenging situations 
and do what they can to avoid them. Many students who 
have trouble persisting at tasks and who fear failure 
become underachievers—students whose grades are far 
lower than one would expect based on their intellectual 
ability. 


what would be expected 
on the basis of objective 
measures of their aptitude 
or intelligence. 


Self-Handicapping Distinguishing between students 
whose underachievement is due mainly to anxiety and 
those who underperform for other reasons is important 
(Klassen et al., 2009; Midgley, Arunkumar, & Urdan, 
1996). Some students try appear uninterested in academ- 
ics because in some schools, this presentation may garner 
more respect and admiration from peers than academic 
success. Others want to make sure that they have an excuse 
for poor performance other than a lack of ability (Nurmi, 
Onatsu, & Haavisto, 1995). Still others may downplay the 
importance of academics as a response to their poor 
performance (Loose et al., 2012). These students may 


Optimal performance 


High 
Low 
Low High 
Anxiety 
Figure 1214 Insufficient anxiety can impair performance 


as a result of boredom, but excessive anxiety can impair 
performance because of stress, a phenomenon known 
as the Yerkes-Dodson law. (Yerkes & Dodson, 1908) 
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self-handicapping 
Deliberately behaving in ways 
that will likely interfere with 
doing well in order to have an 
excuse for failing. 


mastery motivation 
otivation to succeed based 


on the pleasure one will 
experience from mastering a 
ask. 


performance motivation 
otivation to succeed based 
on the rewards one will receive 
or successful performance. 
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use various self-handicapping 
strategies—such as joking around 
in class, procrastinating, turning 
in incomplete homework, or 
partying excessively the night 
before a big exam—as a way of 
self-protection (“I failed the test 
because I didn’t try hard, not 
because I’m stupid”) or as a 
means of enhancing their self- 
presentation (“I’m too cool to 
care about doing well in school”). 

Although self-handicapping 
is common among both males 
and females, there are sex dif- 
ferences in the ways in which adolescent girls and boys 
undermine their own success in school: Boys who 
self-handicap tend to attribute their poor performance to 
a lack of effort, whereas girls are more likely to mention 
emotional problems, such as being upset about a friend- 
ship that is going through a hard time (Warner & Moore, 
2004). A number of writers have drawn special attention 
to the use of self-handicapping strategies among ethnic 
minority youth, who may disengage from school because 
they perceive their long-term prospects as being limited 
by discrimination and prejudice (Taylor et al., 1994). 


Achievement Goal Orientation Two individuals can 
be equally motivated to achieve but for very different rea- 
sons. Psychologists draw a distinction between mastery 
motivation (similar to intrinsic motivation) and performance 
motivation (similar to extrinsic motivation). Individuals 
who have a strong mastery orientation strive to achieve 
because of the pleasure they get out of learning and mas- 
tering the material. Individuals who are mainly perfor- 
mance oriented strive to achieve to get the rewards for 
performing well (typically, good grades) and to avoid the 
punishments they receive for performing poorly (such as 


Individuals who are intrinsically motivated strive to achieve 
because of the pleasure they get out of learning and mastering 
the material. Generally speaking, they perform better in school 
than students who are extrinsically motivated. svetikd/Getty Images 


parental disapproval). Students with a strong commit- 
ment to achieve their educational goals are “grittier,” 
which increases their school engagement and achieve- 
ment (Tang et al., 2019). Achieving these goals, in turn, 
leads to increases in grit (Oi, 2019). 

Individuals with a strong mastery orientation perform 
better in school than those whose motivation is mainly 
driven by performance goals because intrinsically moti- 
vated individuals are more confident about their ability 
and more likely to persist in the face of failure (Yeager 
et al., 2014). There is a drop in students' mastery motiva- 
tion as they transition from elementary into secondary 
school (Bong, 2009; Wang & Pomerantz, 2009), in part 
because teachers themselves become more performance- 
oriented and less mastery-oriented during this time 
(Eccles & Roeser, 2011). Students who believe that their 
teachers value and encourage autonomy are less likely to 
show this decline in motivation (Hafen et al., 2012). 

Important adults in the adolescent's life affect the 
extent to which an adolescent's achievement orientation 
is aimed more at mastery or at performance (Kim, 
Schallert, & Kim, 2010; Murayama & Elliot, 2009). It's 
valuable for students to have perfectionistic tendencies, 
but it's essential that this drive to do well comes from inside 
and not from the demands of others (Bong et al., 2014). 

What happens at home is especially important. When 
parents attempt to control an adolescent's achievement 
behavior by rewarding good grades (e.g., giving prizes or 
money), punishing bad grades (eg. restricting privi- 
leges), or excessively supervising their performance (e.g., 
constantly checking up on their homework), adolescents 
are more likely to develop a performance orientation and, 
as a result, are less likely to do well in school—just the 
opposite of their parents' intention. In contrast, adoles- 
cents whose parents and teachers encourage their auton- 
omy, provide a cognitively stimulating home environment, 
and are supportive of school success (without rewarding 
it concretely) are more likely to develop a strong mastery 
orientation and perform better in school as a conse- 
quence (Dumont et al., 2014; Kim, Schallert, & Kim, 
2010; Mouratidis et al., 2013). 


Beliefs About Success and Failure 


How we behave in achievement situations is also influ- 
enced by our beliefs about our abilities and our chances 
for success and failure. You may have a very strong moti- 
vation to achieve, but if you are put into a situation in 
which you see little likelihood of succeeding, you'll behave 
very differently than if you're in a situation in which 
you think your odds of doing well are good. For this 
reason, researchers have studied adolescents' beliefs about 
achievement and not simply their motives. 

Adolescents make judgments about their likelihood 
of succeeding or failing and exert different degrees of 
effort accordingly (Dweck, 2002). Students who believe that 


they are good at math, for example, will take more, and 
more difficult, courses than their peers (Wang, 2012). 
This potentially has ramifications for the future: Course 
selection influences achievement (students who take 
more challenging math classes perform better on math 
tests), and achievement, in turn, influences students’ 
beliefs about their abilities (students who do well on math 
tests come to see themselves as better math students). A 
cycle is set in motion in which students’ beliefs, abilities, 
classroom engagement, and actual achievement have a 
reciprocal influence on each other (Poorthuis et al., 
2014). One of the most interesting applications of this 
idea involves what psychologists call “stereotype threat.” 


Stereotype Threat Students’ beliefs about their abili- 
ties and, as a consequence, their performance can also be 
affected by situational factors operating when they are 
being evaluated. In controlled experiments, psychologists 
have found that when students are led to believe that mem- 
bers of their ethnic group usually perform poorly on a par- 
ticular test (for example, before the test is administered, 
students are told that previous studies have shown that 
members of their ethnic group do not score as well as other 
students), their performance actually suffers, whereas the 
reverse is true when students are told that members of their 
ethnic group usually perform better than others (Steele, 
1997). This phenomenon is referred to as stereotype threat. 

To the extent that adolescents believe widely held ste- 
reotypes about ethnic or sex differences in ability (for 
example, that boys are just better at math than girls or 
that Asians are more intelligent than individuals from 
other ethnic groups), their achievement may be enhanced 
or depressed, depending on how they think they are 
expected to perform (McKellar et al., 2019; Woodcock 
et al., 2012). For instance, biracial students who identify 
themselves as Black or Latinx (groups often stereotyped 
as poor achievers) achieve lower grades in school than 
those with identical backgrounds who identify themselves 
as White or Asian (groups often stereotyped as high 
achievers) (Herman, 2009). Certain stereotypes about 
ethnic differences in intelligence (e.g., that Asians are 
better at math) are present even before adolescence 
(Cvencek et al., 2015). Importantly, interventions 
designed to counter students’ beliefs about their group’s 
intellectual deficiencies have been successful (Hanselman 
et al., 2014). In fact, the “model minority” stereotype that 
many Asian teenagers encounter may actually have 
psychological benefits: It appears to protect against some 
of the negative consequences of discrimination (Kiang, 
Witkow, & Thompson, 2016). 

Changing views of male and female intellectual ability 
have affected adolescent girls’ test performance. For 
many years, experts were concerned about the achieve- 
ment motives and beliefs of adolescent girls, particularly 
with regard to performance in math and science, but 
several studies have shown that many previously observed 
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Students who are good at math take more, and more difficult, 
math courses, which enhances their academic self-conceptions. 
This leads them to take more challenging math courses in the 
future. Pixtal/age fotostock 


sex differences have gotten much smaller, at least in the 
United States (Reilly, Neumann, & Andrews, 2014; Watt 
et al., 2012). One possible reason for this is that stereo- 
types about sex differences in cognitive ability have 
weakened considerably. Many decades ago, raters in 
experiments judged successful females as less likable, less 
attractive, and less likely to be happy. Nowadays, similar 
experiments show the opposite effect, perhaps because 
we have become that much more accustomed to seeing 
successful girls and women in a variety of settings and 
endeavors (Quatman, Sokolik, & Smith, 2000). These 
days, people tend to be worried about the poor achieve- 
ment of boys, not girls. On average, boys do not do as well 
in school, are less invested in doing well, are disciplined 
more often by their teachers, and are more likely to per- 
ceive their schools and teachers as unfair (Kiang et al., 
2012; Pomerantz, Altermatt, & Saxon, 2002). 


The Nature of Intelligence The way adolescents 
think about intelligence in general (in addition to how 
they view their own capability) also enters into the equa- 
tion. What’s especially crucial is whether you think of 
intelligence as something that 
is fixed or as something that is 
malleable—something that has 
been called a growth mindset 
(Rattan et al., 2015). Studies 
show that three factors interact 
to predict students’ behavior in 
school: their mindset, whether 
they are oriented more toward 
performance or mastery, and 
whether they are confident 


stereotype threat 
The harmful effect that 


ethnic or sex differences in 
ability has on student 
performance. 


growth mindset 


over time. 


Believing that intelligence is 
malleable and can be “grown” 
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about their abilities, or, as some 
theorists have put it, have a 
strong sense of self-efficacy 
(Bandura et al., 1996). It’s how 
these qualities are combined that 
really matters, though (De Castella, Byrne, & Covington, 
2013; Martin et al., 2013). 

Students who believe that intelligence is fixed tend to be 
oriented toward their performance and to be greatly affected 
by their degree of self-efficacy. If they are confident about 
their abilities, this is fine; they tend to work hard and to seek 
out challenges. If they are insecure, though, they tend to 
give up easily and feel helpless. In other words, if you believe 
that intelligence is fixed, you’d better have confidence in 
your own abilities. Not surprisingly, lower-achieving stu- 
dents who believe that intelligence is fixed are especially 
vulnerable to this effect (Hwang, Reyes, & Eccles, 2019). 

Students who believe that intelligence is malleable 
approach achievement situations from a different per- 
spective. They are more likely to be intrinsically than 
extrinsically motivated; for them, satisfaction comes from 
mastering the material, not simply from getting a good 
grade. They are also far less affected by their level of 
confidence because they are less concerned about their 
performance. Whether assured or insecure, these students 
exert extra effort and seek out challenges because they are 
motivated by learning rather than by performing (Purdie, 
Hattie, & Douglas, 1996). Beliefs in the capacity of peo- 
ple to change are especially helpful during times of stress 
(Yeager, Lee, & Jamieson, 2016). In contrast, compared 
to students who believe the intelligence is malleable, 
those who believe that intelligence is fixed are more likely 
to suffer the adverse health consequences of stress, such 
as elevated cortisol levels, after they have experienced a 
decline in their grades (Lee et al., 2019). 

These newer models of the noncognitive aspects of 
achievement during adolescence illustrate how students’ 
beliefs (about the nature of ability in general and the 
nature of their own ability in particular) influence their 
motivation, which, in turn, influences their performance 
and course selection (Bassi et al., 2007; Guo et al., 2015). 
Their performance, in turn, influences their beliefs about 
their competence (Williams & Williams, 2010) (Figure 12.2). 
Understanding how these forces work together has 
important implications for teachers because, as you will 
read, there are specific steps teachers can take that will help 
bring out the best in their students. Having a growth 
mindset about math seems to have particular benefits for 
young women (Degol et al., 2018). 


Beliefs about 
self-efficacy 


Figure 12.2 Individuals’ sense of self-efficacy influences 
their academic performance, which further shapes their 
sense of self-efficacy. (Williams & Williams, 2010) 


The Importance of Context Although students’ orien- 
tation toward mastery versus performance is determined in 
part by psychological factors, the educational context mat- 
ters as well. When classroom conditions change so that 
performance becomes more important than learning, stu- 
dents’ motives and beliefs change as a result. 

You've probably experienced this when you enrolled in 
a course in which the instructor stressed grades rather than 
mastery of the material. This sort of emphasis brings out 
the worst in students—literally. Under some circumstances, 
performance goals make students more extrinsically moti- 
vated, more insecure about their abilities, more hesitant to 
challenge themselves, and less likely to ask for help. This is 
especially likely when students are motivated mainly by 
trying to avoid looking stupid (which diminishes their 
performance) rather than by trying to compete with and 
outperform their classmates (which enhances their perfor- 
mance) (Pintrich, 2000). In classrooms in which teachers 
are very performance-oriented, students feel more alien- 
ated from school, have lower feelings of self-efficacy, and 
are more likely to engage in self-handicapping behavior 
(Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2008; Patall, Cooper, & Wynn, 2010). 

Students’ feelings of self-efficacy influence, and are 
influenced by, their experiences, the messages they receive 
from teachers and parents, and the ways in which they 
compare themselves to their classmates (Gniewosz, 
Eccles, & Noack, 2015; Simpkins, 2015). Studies from 
around the world have found that adolescents also use 
peers as a basis of social comparison and develop beliefs 
about their academic competence by comparing their 
grades to the grades their friends get (Bissell-Havran, 
2014; Marsh et al., 2014). Here is how Jamaal, an 8th-grade 
student who is high in self-efficacy, described his reaction 
to the performance of a high-achieving classmate: 


I was real mad when Stacey had got a 100. I wasn't really 
mad, but I was kind of jealous. Like I envied it. Like I wished 
I was that one that got 100. I mean sometimes, now that, 
that's one of the things that give me the extra drive. That gives 
me the extra determination to work harder in math to get good 
grades like everyone else. (Usher, 2009, p. 295) 


When he felt challenged by a math problem, Jamaal 
would give himself pep talks: 


I'll be like, "Come on.” I'll be thinking about different ways 
to solve problems and stuff like that. I'll be saying, "Come on, 
Jamaal, you can do this,” and stuff like that... . I don't know 
what it does, but it's just like extra comfort to me. (Usher, 
2009, p. 295) 


Compare this sentiment to that expressed by Tanisha, 
a classmate of Jamaal's who is low in self-efficacy: 


Some of my friends tell me about [algebra], and, you know, 
some of their tests that they told me about, they said it was 
hard. But, you know, that's kind of what makes me feel like 
I'm not going to do good in it. Because, like, if they cant do it, 
then I probably can't do it. (Usher, 2009, p. 297) 


Attributions for Success and Failure How students 
interpret their successes and failures is also important. 
Researchers who are interested in achievement attributions 
have studied how the explanations that people give for their 
success or failure influence their performance (Dweck, 
2002). According to these theorists, individuals attribute 
their performance to a combination of four factors: ability, 
effort, task difficulty, and luck. When people succeed and 
mainly attribute their success to internal causes, such as 
their ability or effort, they are more likely to approach future 
tasks confidently and with self-assurance. If, however, they 
attribute their success to external factors outside their con- 
trol, such as luck or an easy task, they are more likely to 
remain unsure of their abilities. Successful students, who 
tend to be high in achievement motivation, are likely to attri- 
bute their successes to internal causes (Denner et al., 2019; 
Swinton et al., 2011). However, some experts have noted 
that too much praise for effort may inadvertently communi- 
cate the message that the adolescent has low ability, which 
can undermine achievement (Amemiya & Wang, 2018). 
Praising an adolescent’s ability and his or her work ethic is 
probably the best way to encourage scholastic success. 


making the personal 
connection 


When you succeed in school, how do you explain your 
success? When you fail, how do you account for your 
failure? Have you had teachers who influenced your 
beliefs about your own abilities? 


How adolescents interpret their failures is also key. 
Some students try harder in the face of failure, whereas 
others withdraw and exert less effort. When students 
attribute their failures to a lack of effort, they are more 
likely to try harder on future tasks (Dweck, 2002). In 
contrast, adolescents who attribute their failure to factors 
that they feel cannot be changed (such as bad luck, lack 
of intelligence, or task difficulty) are more likely to feel 
helpless and to exert less effort in subsequent situations. 

Suppose a student takes the Scholastic Assessment Test 
(SAT) and receives a mediocre score. He then is told by his 
guidance counselor that the SAT is a measure of intelli- 
gence, that intelligence is fixed, and that his score reflects 
how smart he is. The counselor tells the student that he can 
retake the test if he wants to but that he should not expect 
to score much higher the next time. Now imagine a differ- 
ent student who has the same score on the test but a differ- 
ent counselor. She is told that effort has a great deal to do 
with scores on the SAT and that she can raise her score by 
trying harder. In all likelihood, the next time these students 
take the test, the first student will not try as hard as the 
second student because he is more likely to feel helpless. 

Students who are led to believe that their efforts do 
not make a difference—by being told, for example, that 
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When teachers emphasize performance, rather than mastery, 
students are more likely to disengage from class. 
adamkaz/Getty Images 


they are not very smart or that the work is too difficult for 
them—develop what psychologists call learned helplessness: 
the belief that failure is inevitable (Dweck, 2002). As a 
result of learned helplessness, some students try less hard 
than their peers, and they don’t do as well as they might. 
Students who suffer from learned helplessness and who 
use a lot of self-handicapping strategies tend not only to 
perform worse in school but also to have more overall 
adjustment problems than their peers (Maata, Nurmi, 
& Stattin, 2007). Instead of dismissing low-achieving 
students as having “low needs for achievement" or “low 
intelligence," teachers and other school personnel can 
help students achieve more by helping them learn to 
attribute their performance to factors that are under their 
control (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007). 


The Drop in Motivation During the Transition into 
Secondary School Many studies find that students’ 
motivation and school performance decline when they 
move into secondary school (Wang & Eccles, 2012). Why 
might this be? 

One possibility is that this transition takes place at the 
time adolescents are becoming more emotionally autono- 
mous from their parents and that this is associated with a 
drop in the extent to which adolescents feel a sense of 
obligation to do well in school (Qu & Pomerantz, 2015). 
The drop in engagement seen 
among students in the United 
States is not seen in China, 
where teenagers are more likely 
to believe that they have to do 
well in school out of a sense of 
responsibility to their family. In 
a comparison of early adoles- 
cents from the United States 
and China, for example, 


successes and failures. 


learned helplessness 
The acquired belief that an 
individual is not able to 


achievement attributions 
The beliefs an individual holds 


about the causes of her or his 


influence events through his 
or her own efforts or actions. 
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students were asked to name characteristics that were 
more typical of adolescents than children. Chinese stu- 
dents were more likely to mention that adolescents work 
hard to meet their parents’ expectations, that they comply 
with their parents’ requests, and that they are concerned 
about their parents’ approval. In both countries, students 
who held this conception of adolescence were less likely 
to become disengaged during the transition into second- 
ary school (Qu et al., 2016). 

Another is that the drop in engagement is due to a 
shift on the part of teachers toward a more performance- 
oriented style of instruction and evaluation (Fine, 2014). 
Elementary school teachers tend to stress the importance 
of mastering the material. During secondary school, 
however, more of an emphasis is placed on grades. This 
shift undermines many students’ intrinsic motivation and 
their self-confidence, which, in turn, diminishes their 
performance. 

Indeed, during the early years of high school, there 
is a decline in adolescents’ feelings of self-efficacy and 
their mastery motivation, and an increase in their use 
of self-handicapping strategies (Pintrich, 2000). This is 
unfortunate because being engaged in school is a signifi- 
cant predictor not only of future achievement but also of 
future mental health (Watson & Russell, 2016). In addi- 
tion, beliefs about intelligence change as students move 
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Figure 12.3 Unlike their classmates in the control group (writing), 9th-grade students who received an intervention 
to increase their growth mindset did not report declines over the school year in their sense of control, learning, 
interest, or skill. (Schmidt, Shumow, & Kackar-Cam, 2017) 


into and through adolescence, with older students more 
likely to view intelligence as stable (Ablard & Mills, 1996) 
and to endorse dysfunctional attributions (e.g., attribut- 
ing failure to a lack of ability, rather than a lack of effort) 
(Swinton et al., 2011). 

Several experiments have demonstrated that this 
decline does not have to be inevitable. In one, researchers 
randomly assigned students enrolled in 7th-grade math 
classes to one of two groups: an experimental group, 
which received two class sessions on how it is possible to 
“grow your intelligence" and on how experience can actu- 
ally affect brain development, and a control group, which 
was taught strategies to improve memory (Blackwell, 
Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007). Although both groups 
showed a comparable drop in math grades initially, the 
group that was taught that intelligence is malleable 
improved after the intervention, whereas the control 
group continued to decline. 

Other studies have found that interventions designed 
to promote the development of a growth mindset and 
strong perseverance also help foster student achievement, 
engagement, and feelings of self-efficacy (Paunesku 
et al., 2015; Schmidt, Shumow, & Kackar-Cam, 2017; 
Tang et al., 2019) (see Figure 12.3). Interventions 
designed to teach students the importance of deliberate 
practice also have been shown to improve achievement 
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(Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2016). Another study found that 
having students write essays about the potential benefits 
of the transition into high school helped maintain posi- 
tive academic self-conceptions during this time (Facchin 
et al., 2014). Some commentators, however, have argued 
that the magnitude of the impact of these sorts of inter- 
ventions is very small, that other beneficial practices 
need to be in place for them to succeed, and that educa- 
tors should be careful not to embrace mindset interven- 
tions as some sort of silver bullet (Miller, 2019). 


Environmental Influences 
on Achievement 


Ability, beliefs, and motivation play a large role in influ- 
encing academic performance, but opportunity and situa- 
tional factors also have a great deal to do with achievement. 
Many differences in achievement observed among adoles- 
cents aren’t due to differences in their abilities, motives, 
or beliefs. They’re a result of differences in the schools 
and classrooms where their abilities and motives are 
expressed. 

School environments differ markedly—in physical facili- 
ties, in opportunities for pursuing academically enriched 
programs, and in classroom atmospheres. Unfortunately, 
many school districts that are plagued with shrinking tax 
bases have decaying school buildings, outdated equipment, 
and shortages of textbooks and teachers. In some schools, 
disciplinary problems and crime have become so over- 
whelming that dealing with them has taken precedence 
over learning and instruction. 

As a result, many young people who genuinely want 
to succeed are impeded by a school environment that 
makes their academic success virtually impossible. Stu- 
dents who attend schools with a high concentration of 
poor, minority students are especially disadvantaged 
(Bankston & Caldas, 1998). The decline in school engage- 
ment seen during the transition from elementary to sec- 
ondary school is especially pronounced among students 
in low-income neighborhoods (Benner & Wang, 2014a) 
and among disadvantaged students in schools in which 
they are a small minority (Benner & Wang, 2014b). 


The Influence of the Home Environment 


The school, of course, is not the only environment that 
makes a difference in adolescents’ achievement, and few 
would argue that schools should accept full responsibility 
for adolescents who do not succeed at a level consonant 
with their abilities. If anything, important aspects of the 
home environment are better predictors of adolescents’ 
academic achievement than are features of the school 
environment (Steinberg, 1996). Researchers have studied 
three ways in which the adolescent’s home may influence 
his or her level of achievement (see Figure 12.4). 
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Parents’ 
values and 
expectations 


Figure 12.4 Parents influence adolescent achievement 
through three processes: their values and expectations, 
the way they parent, and the quality of the home 
environment. 


Parental Values and Expectations Adolescents’ 
achievement is directly related to their parents’ values 
and expectations. Parental encouragement of academic 
success is manifested in a number of ways, all of which 
benefit adolescents’ school performance. Three of the 
most effective forms of parental involvement are setting 
high standards for schoolwork, structuring the home 
environment to support academic pursuits, and maintain- 
ing an active role in their child’s education. Let’s take a 
look at how and why each type of involvement works. 
First, parents who encourage school success set higher 
standards for their child’s school performance and home- 
work; they have higher aspirations for their child, which, in 
turn, contribute to school success. Parents’ and adoles- 
cents’ expectations influence each other over time, so that 
adolescents who grow up with parents who expect a lot 
come to expect a lot of themselves (Aceves, Bamaca- 
Colbert, & Robins, 2020; Day & Dotterer, 2018), whereas 
low parental expectations can contribute to a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, leading to poor achievement (Wood et al., 2010). 
The relation between parents’ and adolescents’ expecta- 
tions is complicated, though: In the long run, adolescents 
achieve more when their parents’ expectations for them 
actually exceed their own (perhaps because parents then 
provide encouragement that bolsters adolescents’ school 
performance), but in the short term, they achieve less 
when they believe that their parents expect more of them 
than they are capable of (perhaps because this creates 
stress) (Ma, Shu, & Tse, 2018; Randall, Bohnert, & Travers, 
2015; Murayama et al., 2016; Wang & Benner, 2014). 
Second, parents who encourage school success also 
have values that are consistent with doing well in school. 
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Schools in the United States vary considerably in the resources their students have access to. SDI Productions/Getty Images 


They structure the home environment to support aca- 
demic pursuits so that the messages children receive from 
their teachers are echoed at home (Day & Dotterer, 2018; 
Grolnick et al., 2015). Even high school students profit 
from having parents who help them learn more effective 
time management strategies and healthier work habits 
(Xu, 2004). The evidence on the importance of parental 
involvement in adolescents’ schoolwork at home, such as 
monitoring and checking homework, is mixed; one study 
found that it benefits Black and Latinx students but hurts 
White ones (Day & Dotterer, 2018). 

Finally, parents who encourage success are likely to be 
more involved in their child’s education—more likely to 
attend school programs, help in course selection, maintain 
interest in school activities and assignments, and the like, 
all of which contribute to students’ success (Benner, Boyle, 
& Sadler, 2016; Day & Dotterer, 2018; Im, Hughes, & West, 
2016; Kim & Hill, 2015). Parental involvement in school- 
ing may make academic success seem both more import- 
ant and more attainable to the adolescent, which may 
enhance the young person’s academic self-conceptions 
(Ibañez et al., 2004); it also sends an important message to 
teachers (Kuperminc, Darnell, & Alvarez-Jiminez, 2008). 

In contrast, parental disengagement from school 
makes students themselves more likely to disengage and 
do poorly. Parental involvement seems to be an especially 
strong influence on the achievement of Mexican American 


youth, perhaps because of the importance of the family 
in Mexican culture (Woolley, Kol, & Bowen, 2009). The 
way in which parents are involved matters, however: 
Encouraging and expecting achievement in school and 
being involved in school-based activities are both effective 
forms of parental involvement, whereas helping with 
homework is not (Hill & Tyson, 2009). Parental involve- 
ment in schooling has a more substantial effect when the 
adolescent attends a school in which a large proportion 
of other students’ parents are involved as well (Darling 
& Steinberg, 1997) and in higherincome communities 
(Gordon & Cui, 2014). 


Authoritative Parenting A second way in which par- 
ents influence student achievement is through their general 
approach to parenting. Authoritative parenting is linked to 
school success during adolescence, as indexed by better 
grades, better attendance, higher expectations, more posi- 
tive academic self-conceptions, and stronger engagement 
in the classroom (Hill & Wang, 2015; Lowe & Dotterer, 
2013; Wang, Hill, & Hofkens, 2014). In contrast, parenting 
that is especially punitive, harsh, overcontrolling, or inept 
is associated with lower school engagement and dimin- 
ished achievement (Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, 2014; 
Wang, Pomerantz, & Chen, 2007). Adolescents fare best 
psychologically—and perform better in school—when their 
parents encourage achievement in a supportive way, have 


Adolescents whose parents are involved in their schooling per- 
form better than adolescents whose parents are not. One reason 
that students from higher social classes do better in school is 
that their parents tend to be more involved. Ariel Skelley/Blend 
Images/Getty Images 


realistic expectations, and avoid criticism (Ciciolla et al., 
2017; Wentzel, Russell, & Baker, 2016). Contrary to 
notions about the benefits of having a “Tiger Mother,” this 
sort of aloof, demanding, and hypercritical parenting is 
associated with higher rates of adjustment problems, even 
among Chinese American students, especially when they 
are having difficulties in school (Kim et al., 2015; Qu, 
Yang, & Telzer, 2020). 

Why do adolescents achieve more in school when they 
come from authoritative homes? Authoritative parenting 
promotes the development of a healthy achievement 
orientation—including an emphasis on mastery and a 
healthier attributional style—which, in turn, enhances 
adolescent school performance (Duchesne & Ratelle, 
2010; Suizzo et al., 2012). This is in part because author- 
itative parents are more likely themselves to hold healthier 
beliefs about their child’s achievement and less likely to 
be overly controlling—two factors that strengthen adoles- 
cents’ work ethic and intrinsic motivation. Having a strong 
work orientation enhances achievement both directly, as 
we Saw earlier, and indirectly, through the positive impres- 
sion it makes on teachers. 

In general, these findings are in line with a good deal of 
research suggesting that consistent, authoritative parent- 
ing is associated with a wide array of benefits to the 
adolescent, including higher achievement motivation, 
greater self-esteem, and enhanced competence (Steinberg, 
2001). Authoritative parents also tend to be more involved 
in school activities, which is associated with scholastic 
success, although parents’ involvement both affects and 
is affected by adolescents’ achievement (Cheung & 
Pomerantz, 2012; Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014). 
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The Quality of the Home Environment A third 
mechanism of familial influence is through the quality of 
the home environment, as measured by the presence of 
such items as a television, dictionary, encyclopedia, news- 
paper, and other indicators of family income. The quality 
of the home environment is more strongly correlated with 
academic achievement than is the quality of the physical 
facility of the school students attend, the background 
and training of their teachers, or their teachers’ salaries 
(Armor, 1972). The extent to which parents provide 
cultural capital—by exposing the adolescent to art, music, 
literature, and so forth—exerts a positive impact on 
achievement above and beyond the effects of the parents’ 
own level of education (Hardaway et al., 2020; Waithaka, 
2014). Access to the Internet at home is important, too 
(Hofferth & Moon, 2012). 

Several researchers have asked whether adolescents’ 
school achievement is affected by genetic factors. 
Whereas intelligence and cognitive achievement both 
have strong genetic components (and influence grades 
through this mechanism), school performance is highly 
influenced by environmental factors, both inside and out- 
side the family (Johnson, McGue, & Iacono, 2006). 

With this in mind, it is important to point out that a 
disheartening number of young people in the United 
States live in overcrowded, inadequate housing and 
come from families that are under severe economic and 
social stress-so much so that parental encouragement 
and involvement are often undermined by neighborhood 
conditions. It is extremely difficult for a parent under 
severe economic stress to provide a supportive home 
environment. Stress at home, in turn, spills over into the 
adolescent's school life, leading to academic problems 
and lower achievement (Flook & Fuligni, 2008). The 
stress of living in poverty also interferes with the 
development of grit because poverty is often accompa- 
nied by chaos in the home environment, which inter- 
feres with the development of persistence (Fuller-Rowell 
et al., 2015). Interestingly, adolescents from homes in 
which there had been a lot of family instability do not do 
as well as other students when they attend schools 
that have a large proportion of high-achieving students; 
in schools with fewer high achievers, coming from an 
unstable family environment matters much less (Cavanagh 
& Fomby, 2012). 
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is strengthened when families have strong ties to other 
families in the community, is an important contributor 
to success in school, above and beyond the contribution 
of adolescents’ family income, their parents’ education, 
or their household composition (Waithaka, 2014). In 
contrast, students who can draw on resources provided 
not only by the family but also by friends, mentors, and 
teachers stand a far better chance of succeeding in 
school (Fruiht & Wray-Lake, 2013; Maulana, 2013; Rice 
et al., 2013). 


The Influence of Friends 


Friends also influence adolescents’ achievement. In fact, 
friends, not parents, are the most salient influences on 
adolescents’ day-to-day school behaviors, such as doing 
homework and exerting effort in class (Steinberg, 1996). 
One of the main reasons that adolescents growing up in 
poor neighborhoods achieve less is that they are often 
surrounded by peers who are disengaged from school 
(South, Baumer, & Lutz, 2003). 

When most of us think about the influence of adoles- 
cents’ peers on achievement, we tend to think of the ways 
in which peers undermine academic success. But the 
impact of friends on adolescents’ school performance 
depends on the academic orientation of the peer group 
and the extent to which academically engaged students are 
also popular in school (Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2018; Shin, 
2020; Zhang et al., 2019). Having friends who earn high 
grades and aspire to further education enhances adoles- 
cents’ achievement, whereas having friends who earn low 
grades or disparage school success interferes with it 
(Steinberg, 1996). Feeling connected to one’s classmates 


Peers influence how much effort adolescents devote to school, 
for better and for worse. Eric Audras/PhotoAlto/Getty Images 


increases students’ engagement in the classroom, which, 
in turn, leads to higher achievement. Moreover, students 
whose friends are more engaged in school are themselves 
more engaged and less likely to drop out (Ream & 
Rumberger, 2008). Friends also influence course selection 
and play an important role in decisions to take math and 
science classes, which may be an especially powerful influ- 
ence on girls’ choice of classes (Leaper, Farkas, & Brown, 
2012; Robnett & Leaper, 2013). 

Students’ grades change in parallel to the grades their 
friends get (Rambaran et al., 2017; Shin & Ryan, 2014). 
Students with best friends who achieve high grades in 
school are more likely to show improvements in their own 
grades than are students who begin at similar levels of 
achievement but whose friends are not high achievers. 
Perhaps because Asian American and White students tend 
to do better in school than students from other ethnic 
groups, having relatively more friends from these ethnic 
groups is associated with higher achievement (Chen, 
Saafir, & Graham, 2020). 

Peers also exert a small but significant influence on 
each other’s future plans (Kiuru et al., 2012). Among 
low-achieving adolescents, those with high-achieving 
friends are more likely to plan to continue their education 
than are those with low-achieving friends. The causal 
direction works the other way, too: When adolescents’ 
grades go up, they tend to befriend more high-achieving 
classmates, but when their grades drop, they tend to 
become friends with lower-achieving peers (Flashman, 
2012; Véronneau et al., 2010). 

Although peers can influence achievement for better 
or for worse, many observers have noted that in the con- 
temporary United States, the influence of the peer cul- 
ture on academic achievement is far more negative than 
positive (Bishop et al., 2003). Perhaps because of this, 
adolescents with an extremely high orientation toward 
peers tend to perform worse in school (Fuligni & Eccles, 
1993). Conversely, adolescents who are neglected by 
their peers often have a stronger academic orientation than 
relatively more popular students (Luthar & McMahon, 
1996; Wentzel & Asher, 1995). 

As they move into middle school, adolescents become 
increasingly worried about their friends’ reactions to suc- 
cess in school. By eighth grade, students do not want their 
classmates to know that they work hard in school, even 
though they know that it would be helpful to convey this 
impression to their teachers (Juvonen & Murdock, 1995). 
High-achieving, popular students believe that it is import- 
ant to hide their grades from their friends (Zook & 
Russotti, 2013), which may make sense in schools where 
high-achieving students are ostracized (Schwartz, Kelly, & 
Duong, 2013). One experiment found that students’ 
decisions about whether to sign up for an SAT prep course 
were far more positive if they were told the decision would 
be kept private than if they were told it would be revealed 
to their classmates (Bursztyn & Jensen, 2015). 


Doing well in school does not have to come at the cost 
of having a decent social life, however. A study in which 
adolescents maintained daily diaries of their time use 
sheds interesting light on the differences between high- 
and low-achieving students in how they spend their time 
(Witkow, 2009). Not surprisingly, students who earn 
higher grades than their peers spend more time studying, 
both on weekdays and on weekends. But as Figure 12.5 
shows, a key difference between the groups is in how 
much—and when-they spend time with their friends. As 
you can see, high-achieving students spend less time with 
their friends than do low-achieving students on weekdays 
but not on weekends. In other words, high-achieving stu- 
dents are able to maintain an active social life by allocat- 
ing their time more judiciously during the week. In all 
likelihood, one reason that high-achieving students spend 
less time with friends on weekdays is that their friends are 
also busy studying. 

A number of researchers have studied how the influ- 
ences of parents and peers operate together to affect 
adolescents' achievement. These studies show that the 
family environment has an effect on adolescents’ choice 
of friends, which in turn influences school achievement 
(Brown et al, 1993). Having academically oriented 
peers is especially beneficial to adolescents from sin- 
gle-parent homes, where parental involvement in school- 
ing is typically lower (Garg, Melanson, & Levin, 2007). 
By the same token, having friends who disparage school 
success may offset the benefits of authoritative parent- 
ing (Steinberg, 1996); as a consequence, having friends 
who are disengaged from school is especially detrimen- 
tal to the achievement of students with more distant 
relationships at home (Espinoza et al., 2014; Marion 
et al., 2014). 

Rather than asking whether family members or 
friends are the stronger influence on adolescents’ school 
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performance, it may make more sense to ask how these two 
forces—along with the influence of the school itself—work 
together. The same is true for understanding the joint 
impact of peers and teachers; having friends who are 
disengaged from school has a more negative impact on 
student engagement when they perceive their teachers 
as uninvolved (Vollet, Kindermann, & Skinner, 2017). 

The broader context in which schooling takes place 
affects the degree to which peers and parents influence 
adolescents’ achievement. Peers and parents more 
strongly influence student achievement in countries where 
schools serve more heterogeneous groups of students, as 
in the United States. In countries where students with 
different long-term educational aspirations attend differ- 
ent schools (for instance, in countries such as Germany, 
where there are separate schools for adolescents who 
are planning to go to college and those who are not), 
peers and parents are less influential (Buchmann & 
Dalton, 2002). 

In summary, although psychological factors play a key 
role in determining scholastic success, it is important to 
take into account the broader environment in which indi- 
viduals pursue their education (Li, Lerner, & Lerner, 2010; 
Steinberg, 1996). Distinguishing between psychological 
and environmental factors is hard, though, because they 
typically go hand in hand. Living in an environment that 
offers few opportunities for success induces feelings of 
learned helplessness, which, in turn, leads individuals to 
feel that exerting any effort to succeed is futile. Attending 
school in an environment in which achievement is not 
encouraged engenders attitudes and beliefs inconsistent 
with striving to do well. Rather than being determined by 
one single factor, such as ability or motivation, patterns of 
achievement are the result of a cumulative process that 
includes a long history of experience and socialization in 
school, at home, in the peer group, and in the community. 
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Figure 12.5  High- and low-achieving students allocate their time spent studying and socializing differently. (Witkow, 2009) 
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school performance 

A measure of achievement 
based on an individual's grades 
in school. 


academic achievement 
Achievement that is measured 
by standardized tests of 
scholastic ability or knowledge. 


educational attainment 
The number of years of 
schooling completed by an 
individual. 
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Educational Achievement 


Educational achievement is usually defined in one of 
three ways: school performance (the grades students earn 
in school), academic achievement (their performance on 
standardized tests), or educational attainment (the num- 
ber of years of schooling they complete). These different 
measures of educational achievement are interrelated, 
but they are less tied to each other than you might expect. 

No single factor adequately accounts for differences in 
educational achievement. Intellectual ability as assessed 
by IQ tests is highly correlated with performance on 
achievement tests (hardly a surprise, since IQ tests and 
achievement tests are designed to tap similar abilities). 
But grades in school—and to an even greater extent, edu- 
cational attainment—are influenced by a wider range of 
factors than intellectual abilities. Grades are influenced 
by teachers’ judgments of students’ mastery of the mate- 
rial, and these judgments are influenced by teachers’ eval- 
uations of students’ efforts and behaviors in the classroom 
(Farkas, Grobe, & Shuan, 1990). 

How many years of school an adolescent completes is 
likely to be influenced by his or her family background 
and living circumstances, as well as by school perfor- 
mance. Two adolescents may have similar grade point 
averages, but if one comes from a poor family and cannot 
afford to go to college, the two will have different levels 
of educational attainment. Even as early as elementary 
school, many inner-city youth have very limited occupa- 
tional expectations, and these low expectations affect 
their educational achievement and attainment (Cook 
et al., 1996). 

Regardless of what influences it, educational attain- 
ment has important implications for subsequent earnings 
and health (Ceci & Williams, 1999; Duke & MacMillan, 
2016). The gap in earnings between high school gradu- 
ates and college graduates is considerable, and this is true 
across all ethnic groups. When they enter the labor force, 
individuals with a college degree earn nearly twice as 
much per year as do individuals with only a high school 
diploma (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019). This state of 
affairs has led many to call for educational policies that 
encourage all students to “shoot 
for the stars.” Although some 
experts had speculated that 
encouraging all students to 
strive to go to college would 
ultimately have negative effects 
on the mental health of stu- 
dents whose expectations are 
unrealistic, this has not proven 
to be true (Domina, Conley, & 
Farkas, 2011; Reynolds & 
Baird, 2010). It is important, 
however, that adolescents who 
are encouraged to go to college 


be given the information and skills they need in order 
to fulfill their plans and succeed (Roderick, Coca, & 
Nagaoka, 2011; Rosenbaum, 2011). 


The Importance of 
Socioeconomic Status 


One of the most powerful influences on educational 
achievement is the socioeconomic status of the adoles- 
cent’s family. Although some of the socioeconomic gaps 
in school achievement have narrowed, disparities in 
achievement between the social classes remain strong, 
and the importance of socioeconomic status in determin- 
ing educational achievement remains substantial across 
all ethnic groups and in different countries (Alessandri 
et al., 2017; Parker et al., 2012). 


A Head Start for the More Affluent Five decades of 
studies have shown over and over that middle-class ado- 
lescents score higher on basic tests of academic skills and 
achievement, earn higher grades, and complete more 
years of schooling than their less affluent peers (Sackett 
et al., 2009; Sackett et al., 2012). Socioeconomic status 
also influences adolescent achievement through neigh- 
borhood processes. Poor Black students who live in 
neighborhoods with a relatively higher proportion of 
middle-class neighbors place more value on education 
and try harder in school than comparably poor students who 
live in disadvantaged neighborhoods (Ceballo, McLoyd, & 
Toyokawa, 2004; Stewart, Stewart, & Simons, 2007). 

One big reason that family background is related to 
educational achievement is that children from lower socio- 
economic levels are more likely to enter elementary school 


Intervening in early childhood can help close the achievement 
gap between disadvantaged and affluent children. Jupiterimages/ 
Getty Images 


scoring low on tests of basic academic competence 
(Rouse, Brooks-Gunn, & McLanahan, 2005). These ini- 
tial differences reflect both genetic and environmental fac- 
tors. Middle-class adults generally have higher IQs than 
lower-class adults, and this advantage is passed on to their 
children—both through genetics and through the benefit 
that middle-class youngsters receive from growing up 
under more favorable environmental conditions. 

Growing up in a more affluent family also has been 
shown to affect brain development; adolescents from 
higher income groups have more gray matter in brain 
regions important to performance on achievement tests 
as well as measures of working memory, perhaps the most 
important executive function for scholastic success (Finn 
et al., 2017; Mackey et al., 2015). The disadvantages of 
poorer youngsters in achievement test scores persist—and 
may even increase—throughout elementary and second- 
ary school (Rouse, Brooks-Gunn, & McLanahan, 2005). 
Because progress in high school depends so heavily on 
having a solid foundation of basic academic competence, 
adolescents who enter secondary school without having 
mastered basic academic skills quickly fall behind, and 
some leave high school before graduating. 

One reason for the relatively poorer school perfor- 
mance of disadvantaged youth, therefore, is that these 
youngsters begin school at a distinct academic disadvan- 
tage. A second reason for the disparity is stress, both 
before and during adolescence. Stress adversely affects 
adolescents' mental health, well-being, and school perfor- 
mance (DuBois et al., 1992; Felner et al., 1995). In addi- 
tion to their less frequent exposure to stress, teenagers 
from higher income families tend to have better coping 
abilities, which enables them to deal with stress more 
making the scientific 


effectively (Alessandri et al., 2017). 
connection 2 


In light of the profound impact that socioeconomic status 
has on student achievement, what would you suggest as 
policies or practices to raise the achievement of poor 
youth? Think about people you know who overcame 
economic disadvantage and were highly successful in 
school (maybe you are one of these persons). To what 
would you attribute this success? 


Socioeconomic Status and Parental Involvement 
Parents from higher social classes are more likely to be 
involved in their adolescent’s education, especially 
through formal parent-teacher organizations such as 
the PTA or PTO (Shumow & Miller, 2001). Middle- and 
upper-middle-class parents are also more likely to have 
information about their child’s school, to be responsive to 
their child’s school problems, and to help select 
more rigorous courses for their child to take (Crosnoe & 
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Huston, 2007). Because adolescents whose parents are 
involved in their schooling perform better than those 
whose parents are not involved, youngsters from higher 
social classes achieve more in school than their less 
advantaged peers in part because of their parents’ more 
active involvement (Henry, Cavanagh, & Oetting, 2011; 
Lee & Croninger, 1994). 

Parents with greater economic resources also are able 
to provide their children with more cultural capital, which 
is an important contributor to school success (Waithaka, 
2014). Teachers may involve students in classroom activi- 
ties that allow students from middle-class families to 
display this home advantage (for example, asking students 
to read out loud, which is likely easier for those whose 
parents have read to them frequently), which may under- 
mine the achievement of students from poorer families 
(Goudeau & Croizet, 2017). Adolescents from higher 
socioeconomic groups are also more likely to attribute 
their success to internal causes such as talent and effort, 
which, as you read earlier, is associated with higher 
achievement (Kay, Shane, & Heckhausen, 2017). 

Socioeconomic differences in school achievement 
obviously reflect the cumulative and combined effects of 
a variety of influences, and it is simplistic to explain 
social class differences in achievement without consider- 
ing these factors simultaneously. What is perhaps more 
interesting—and more worthy of scientific study than has 
been the case—is the question of what it is about the many 
youngsters from economically disadvantaged back- 
grounds who are successful that accounts for their over- 
coming the tremendous odds against them. The successful 
college student who comes from an environment of severe 
economic disadvantage has had to overcome incredible 
barriers. Researchers have been studying various types of 
interventions designed to encourage such students, many 
of whom are the first in their family to aspire to college, 
to make a successful transition into postsecondary educa- 
tion (Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014). 

Although more research on successful students from 
poor backgrounds is sorely needed, it is impossible to 
overstate the importance of having warm and encourag- 
ing parents who raise their children authoritatively, take 
an interest in their children’s academic progress, and 
hold high aspirations for their children’s educational 
attainment, as well as the availability of peers who sup- 
port and encourage academic success (Goza & Ryabov, 
2009; Melby et al., 2008). In other words, positive 
relations at home and the encouragement of significant 
others can in some circumstances overcome the negative 
influence of socioeconomic disadvantage. 


Ethnic Differences in Educational 
Achievement 


Among the most controversial findings in research on 
American adolescents’ achievement are those concerning 
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ethnic differences in school success. On average, the edu- 
cational achievement of Black and Latinx students— 
virtually however indexed—lags behind that of White 
students, and all three groups achieve less in school than 
Asian students. Although some of these differences can 
be attributed to socioeconomic differences among these 
ethnic groups, the group disparities persist even after 
socioeconomic factors are taken into account (Fuligni, 
Hughes, & Way, 2009). 


The Success of Immigrants Of course, there are 
large and important variations in achievement within as 
well as between ethnic groups. First, there are differ- 
ences in educational achievement among youngsters 
from different countries of origin who may be classified 
together by researchers into the same larger ethnic group 
for purposes of statistical comparison. For example, 
although both groups are classified as Asian, Chinese 
American adolescents have much higher academic 
achievement than Filipino Americans; similarly, there 
are large differences in academic achievement among 
Puerto Rican, Cuban American, and Mexican American 
adolescents, all of whom are classified as Latinx (Fuligni 
et al., 2009). 

Second, studies of ethnic minority youngsters show 
that foreign-born adolescents, as well as those who are 
children of immigrants, tend to be more cognitively 
engaged (although less socially engaged) and achieve 
more in school than do minority youngsters who are sec- 
ond- or third-generation Americans, a finding that has 
now emerged in many studies of Asian, Latinx, and 
Caribbean youth (Chiu et al., 2012; Fuligni et al., 2009). 
One explanation for the so-called “immigrant paradox” 
has been that part of becoming acculturated to American 
society—at least among teenagers—may be learning to 
devalue academic success, which may lead to disengage- 
ment from school (Peguero, Bondy, & Hong, 2017; 
Santiago et al., 2014). 

The exceptional achievement of immigrant youth is all 
the more remarkable in light of the fact that these adoles- 
cents typically have much greater family obligations— 
providing financial support to their parents, for 
instance—than their American-born peers (Fuligni & 
Witkow, 2004). However, a stronger sense of family obli- 
gation contributes to, rather than interferes with, school 
success, as long as this obligation doesn’t burden students 
with the time demands of excessive household chores 
(Chang, 2013; Roche, Ghazarian, & Fernandez-Esquer, 
2012; van Geel & Vedder, 2011). 

The academic superiority of Asian students, whether 
American or foreign-born, tends to emerge during the 
transition into junior high school—when most other stu- 
dents’ grades typically decline—and it persists through 
high school and into college (Fuligni & Witkow, 2004). 
What has been most intriguing to social scientists is that 
Black and Latinx students have educational aspirations 


and attitudes that are similar to those of Asian and 
White students but significantly poorer academic skills, 
habits, and behavior (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 
1998). If Black and Latinx students have the same long- 
term goals as other students, why don’t they behave in 
similar ways? Several theories have been advanced to 
explain this. 


False Optimism Rather Than Realistic Pessimism 
One set of theories involves the perceptions that adoles- 
cents have about the likely payoff of hard work in school. 
Some writers have argued that even though they have 
high aspirations in the abstract, many Black and Latinx 
students do not believe that educational success will have 
a substantial occupational payoff for them because dis- 
crimination and prejudice will limit their actual opportu- 
nities. Although intuitively appealing, this theory has not 
received convincing empirical support (Fuligni et al., 
2009; Herman, 2009). It is true that adolescents who 
believe they have been victims of discrimination or who 
believe that their opportunities for occupational success 
are unfairly constrained achieve less in school and report 
more emotional distress than their peers who do not hold 
these beliefs (Fisher, Wallace, & Fenton, 2000). It is also 
true that students who are more confident about and ori- 
ented to the future do better in school (Beal & Crockett, 
2010; Oyserman, Bybee, & Terry, 2006). 

But it is not true that Black or Latinx youngsters 
are more likely than other adolescents to believe that 
their opportunities for success are blocked (Downey & 
Ainsworth-Darnell, 2002; Kao & Tienda, 1998). Indeed, 
several studies indicate that Black and Latinx youth have 
more optimistic beliefs and positive feelings about school 
than other students (e.g., Downey, Ainsworth, & Qian, 
2009; Shernoff & Schmidt, 2008). Plus, some research 
suggests that beliefs about the likelihood of future dis- 
crimination may motivate adolescents to perform better 
in school (perhaps because they feel that they will need to 
be even better prepared than others to overcome prejudi- 
cial treatment), although feeling discriminated against in 
the present, by classmates or teachers, hinders academic 
achievement (perhaps by causing psychological distress, 
a loss of confidence, or hopelessness) (Benner, Crosnoe, 
& Eccles, 2015; Diemer et al., 2016). 

All in all, however, adolescents’ hopes and aspirations 
for the future are very similar across ethnic groups 
(Chang et al., 2006). Pessimism about the likely payoff 
of education is greater among teenagers who feel that 
they’ve been discriminated against, though (Cooper & 
Sanchez, 2016; Mroczkowski, Sanchez, & Carter, 2017). 
Feeling discriminated against by teachers is especially 
likely to lead to a sense of futility (D’hondt et al., 2016). 

If anything, it may be adolescents’ fear of failure, 
rather than their desire (or lack of desire) to succeed, that 
matters most. Asian youngsters not only believe in the 
value of school success but also are very anxious about 


the possible negative repercussions of not doing well in 
school, in terms of both occupational success and their 
parents’ disappointment (Eaton & Dembo, 1997; Steinberg, 
1996). Moreover, many Asian youth believe that the only 
way they can succeed in mainstream American society is 
through educational achievement (Sue & Okazaki, 
1990). Asian students’ sense of obligation to their parents—a 
factor frequently suggested as a reason for their high 
rates of school success—does not seem to play a very 
important role in predicting school achievement. If any- 
thing, being expected to assist the family by performing 
household chores and other family work—something that 
is especially salient in Asian and Latinx households— 
has a negative impact on school performance (Telzer & 
Fuligni, 2009). 


Ethnic Differences in Beliefs A third account of 
ethnic differences in achievement stresses differences in 
beliefs about ability. We noted earlier that adolescents 
who believe that intelligence is malleable are more likely 
to be intrinsically motivated and, as a consequence, aca- 
demically successful. It is therefore interesting that 
Asian cultures tend to place more emphasis on effort 
than on ability in explaining school success and are 
more likely to believe that all students have the capacity 
to succeed (Stevenson & Stigler, 1992). By and large, 
students from Asian backgrounds tend to be more 
invested in mastering the material than in simply per- 
forming well—an orientation that, as we saw earlier, con- 
tributes to school success (Li, 2006). It is also important 
to note that Asian students—both in the United States 
and in Asia—spend significantly more time each week 
than their peers on homework and other school-related 
activities and significantly less time socializing and 
watching television (Asakawa & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000; Steinberg, 1996). 

It is sometimes claimed that pressure to do well takes 
a toll on the mental health of Asian teenagers. There is no 
evidence, however, that Asian students pay a price for 
their superior achievement in terms of increased anxiety, 
depression, stress, or social awkwardness; the suicide rate 
among American teenagers is higher than it is among 
Asian youth, for example (Wasserman, Cheng, & Jiang, 
2005). One study of adolescents in China found that feel- 
ing academically competent fosters positive mental health 
and protects against depression and anxiety (Cohen 
et al., 2015). During regular periods of school in the 
United States, Asian students’ moods while studying are 
significantly more positive than those of other students 
(Asakawa & Csikszentmihalyi, 1998), and the links 
between academic motivation and various indices of hap- 
piness and adjustment are stronger among Asian adoles- 
cents than other youth (Asakawa & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000). Among Asian students more than their peers from 
other ethnic groups, then, engagement in academics is 
linked to positive emotion and well-being. 
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One reason Asian students outperform adolescents from other 
ethnic groups is the widely held belief in Asian culture that 
success in school is a function of how hard one works. 
DragonImages/iStock/Getty Images 


making the cultural 

connection 
Many immigrant adolescents in the United States achieve 
more in school than their counterparts from the same 
ethnic group who were born in America—despite the fact 
that adolescents who are immigrants often arrive without 
proficiency in English or familiarity with American culture. 
How do you explain this? 


It is important to keep in mind that, within all ethnic 
groups, students achieve more when they feel a sense of 
belonging to their school, when they see the connection 
between academic accomplishment and future success, 
when their friends and parents value and support educa- 
tional achievement, and when their parents are effective 
monitors of their children’s behavior and schooling 
(Hernandez et al., 2016; Spees, Perreira, & Fuligni, 2017). 
The especially close and supportive relationships charac- 
teristic of immigrant families likely contribute to school 
success (Suárez-Orozco, Rhodes, & Milburn, 2009). 


Changes in Educational Achievement 
over Time 


Today, nearly 80% of high school graduates enroll in col- 
lege by the time they are 20, nearly 70% of them immedi- 
ately after graduation (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2020). Although ethnic differences in educational 
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attainment have narrowed over 


National Assessment of 


Educational Progress 
(NAEP) 

A periodic testing of American 
Ath-, 8th-, and 12th-graders by 
the federal government, used 


the past 40 years, there remain 
substantial gaps in attainment 
between White and nonwhite 
individuals, and especially 
between White and Latinx indi- 


to track achievement. 


viduals. Thus, whereas 40% of 

non-Latinx White adults ages 25 
and over and 58% of Asian adults of this age are college 
graduates, about 26% of Black adults and only 19% of 
Latinx adults are (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). Discrepan- 
cies in rates of high school graduation between Latinx 
and other Americans are also substantial: 96% of non- 
Latinx White adults have completed high school, com- 
pared with 88% of Blacks and 91% of Asian Americans, 
but only 72% of Latinx adults have (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2020). In light of the rapidly increasing size of the Latinx 
population in the United States, the gap in educational 
attainment between Latinx and non-Latinx individuals is 
one of the most important challenges facing American 
educational institutions. 


More Schooling But Less Learning Trends in aca- 
demic achievement (what students know) have not paral- 
leled trends in educational attainment (how many years 
of schooling they have completed). In other words, 
although more students are staying in school longer, they 
are not necessarily learning more. 

For example, as Figure 12.6 indicates, between 1970 
and 1980, average scores on the SAT declined by about 
35 points on the verbal portion and 20 points on the 
math. Scores remained more or less flat between 1980 
and 1990, when math (but not verbal) scores began to 
rise. Verbal, math, and writing scores all dropped slightly 
from 2005 on. (The one exception to this general trend is 
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among Asian students, whose scores on both subscales 
have risen substantially in the last 10 years.) Moreover, 
the gap in SAT scores between Black and Latinx students 
on the one hand and Asian and White students on the 
other remains substantial and virtually unchanged over 
the past two decades (PrepScholar, 2020). 

The relatively poor showing of American adolescents 
on standardized tests of achievement has been carefully 
documented in a series of reports based on the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). This national 
assessment of student achievement is conducted by the 
federal government in order to track trends in educational 
achievement over time. Because the NAEP tests have 
been administered regularly for more than 50 years, it is 
possible to compare the achievement levels of today’s 
adolescents with their counterparts four decades ago. 

According to recent NAEP reports, over the past 50 
years, adolescent achievement in reading, writing, math, 
and science improved only slightly among 13-year-olds 
(although scores have dropped a bit in recent years) and 
not at all among 17-year-olds, despite massive national 
efforts at education reform. This is consistent with other 
trends in achievement data, which show that American 
elementary and middle school students have been making 
gains but that high school student achievement has not 
improved (Steinberg, 2014). Contemporary 17-year-olds, 
for example, score no better than their counterparts did 
in the early 1970s in reading or math and worse than their 
counterparts did in science. 

Perhaps more important, most analyses of the NAEP 
data indicate that the modest gains in achievement that 
have occurred during recent years have been in relatively 
simple skills. Only a handful of students, at any age or 
in any subject area, score at a level that is designated 
“advanced” or “superior,” whereas large proportions of 
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Figure 12.6 Changes in SAT scores over time. 


Source: College Board, SAT data tables, 2020, https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/understanding-sat-scores.pdf. 


students score in the lowest category, “below basic.” 
When gains have been made (and they are generally very 
small), they tend to be in the proportion of students who 
have moved from the basic into the “proficient” range, 
rather than from “proficient” to “advanced.” 

As is the case in rates of high school graduation and 
SAT scores, the gap in achievement test performance 
among ethnic groups narrowed during the 1970s, but a 
wide disparity still exists. The achievement gap did not 
shrink at all during the 1980s, widened a bit during the 
1990s, and has not changed since then. About three times 
as many White and Asian middle school students score in 
the proficient range in reading, for example, as do Black 
students, and about twice as many White and Asian stu- 
dents score in the proficient range as do Latinx students 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2020a). The 
gaps are even larger in math. Obviously, the achievement 
gap has important implications for the labor market suc- 
cess of adolescents from different ethnic groups. 


International Competitions Although the poor 
achievement test performance of Black and Latinx stu- 
dents is certainly cause for concern, there is no reason to 
be sanguine about the performance of high school stu- 
dents from other ethnic groups. Since the 1970s, their 
achievement test scores have remained more or less stag- 
nant, and U.S. scores on standardized tests of math and 
science are mediocre in comparison with scores of other 
industrialized countries. 

The gap between American students’ performance and 
that of students from other countries widens as they move 
from elementary to middle to high school. That is, when 
elementary school students from around the world are 
compared, American students fare just about as well as 
students from other countries. When middle school stu- 
dents are compared, Americans perform more poorly than 
their counterparts from most industrialized Asian coun- 
tries but at a level comparable to young adolescents from 
most western European countries and considerably better 
than adolescents from less developed nations (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2009). But when the com- 
parison focuses on high school students, the gap between 
the United States and other countries is substantial 
(Schmidt, 2003). According to recent international com- 
parisons, 15-year-olds in the United States ranked slightly 
above average in reading and science but well below aver- 
age in math (OECD, 2020) (see Table 12.1). 

The relatively poor performance of American high 
school students in international competitions persists 
despite the fact that spending, per student, on education 
in the United States is the second highest in the world 
(OECD, 2020). Despite how much is spent, more than 
two-thirds of community college students and nearly one- 
third of students at 4-year public colleges and universities 
require some sort of remedial education (usually, two or 
more courses) in order to do college-level work (Ganga, 
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On tests of achievement, American high school students lag 
behind those from many European countries. Angelafoto/Getty 
Images 


Mazzareillo, & Edgecombe, 2018). As a result, employers 
and postsecondary educational institutions alike today 
devote vast amounts of money to remedial education; 
colleges and universities spend an estimated $7 billion 
annually covering subject matter that students should 
have mastered before graduating from high school. And 
it’s not just colleges that foot the bill: According to one 
estimate, college students and their families spend $1.3 
billion each year on remedial courses. 

If more American students are remaining in high 
school and so many are going on to college, why are their 
achievement test scores so low according to absolute, 
historical, and international standards? Experts suggest 
several reasons: that teachers are not challenging 
students to work hard; that very little time is spent on 
writing; that there has been a pervasive decline in the 
difficulty of textbooks; that parents are not encouraging 
academic pursuits at home; that students are not spend- 
ing sufficient time on their studies outside of school; that 
students are permitted to choose what courses they take; 
and that students know that, thanks to “grade inflation,” 
they can earn good grades without working very hard 
(Steinberg, 2014). 


Dropping Out of High School 


There was a time when leaving high school before gradu- 
ating did not have the dire consequences that it does 
today. With changes in the labor force, however, have 
come changes in the educational requirements for entry 
into the world of work. 

Today, educational attainment is a powerful predictor 
of adult occupational success and earnings. High school 
dropouts are far more likely than graduates to live at or 
near the poverty level, experience unemployment, have 
poor health, depend on government-subsidized income 
maintenance programs, become pregnant while still a 
teenager, use illicit drugs, and be involved in delinquent 
and criminal activity. This has led some experts to 
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Table 12.1 Average Scores in Mathematics, Reading, and Science Among 15-Year-Olds from Developed Nations 


PISA Math 


Country (Ranked in 
Descending Order) 


OECD average 
Japan 

Korea, Republic of 
Estonia 
Netherlands 
Poland 
Switzerland 
Canada 
Denmark 
Slovenia 
Belgium 
Finland 
Sweden 

United Kingdom 
Norway 
Germany 
Ireland 

Czech Republic 
Austria 

Latvia 

France 

Iceland 

New Zealand 
Portugal 
Australia 

Italy 

Slovak Republic 
Luxembourg 
Spain 

Lithuania 
Hungary 
United States 
Israel 

Turkey 

Greece 

Chile 

Mexico 


Colombia 


(OECD, 2020) 


Score 


489 
527 
526 
523 
519 
516 
515 
512 
509 
509 
508 
507 
502 
502 
501 
500 
500 
499 
499 
496 
495 
495 
494 
492 
491 
487 
486 
483 
481 
481 
481 
478 
463 
454 
451 
417 
409 
391 


PISA Reading 


Country (Ranked in 
Descending Order) 
OECD average 
Estonia 

Canada 

Finland 

Ireland 

Korea, Republic of 
Poland 

Sweden 

New Zealand 
United States 
United Kingdom 
Japan 

Australia 
Denmark 
Norway 
Germany 
Slovenia 
Belgium 

France 

Portugal 

Czech Republic 
Netherlands 
Austria 
Switzerland 
Latvia 

Italy 

Hungary 
Lithuania 
Iceland 

Israel 
Luxembourg 
Turkey 

Slovak Republic 
Greece 

Chile 

Mexico 
Colombia 


Spain 


Score 


487 
523 
520 
520 
518 
514 
512 
506 
506 
505 
504 
504 
503 
501 
499 
498 
495 
493 
493 
492 
490 
485 
484 
484 
479 
476 
476 
476 
474 
470 
470 
466 
458 
457 
452 
420 
412 


Unavailable 


Science 


Country (Ranked in 
Descending Order) 
OECD average 
Estonia 

Japan 

Finland 

Korea, Republic of 
Canada 

Poland 

New Zealand 
Slovenia 

United Kingdom 
Netherlands 
Germany 
Australia 

United States 
Sweden 
Belgium 

Czech Republic 
Ireland 
Switzerland 
France 
Denmark 
Portugal 
Norway 

Austria 

Latvia 

Spain 

Lithuania 
Hungary 
Luxembourg 
Iceland 

Turkey 

Italy 

Slovak Republic 
Israel 

Greece 

Chile 

Mexico 


Colombia 


Score 


489 
530 
529 
522 
519 
518 
511 
508 
507 
505 
503 
503 
503 
502 
499 
499 
497 
496 
495 
493 
493 
492 
490 
490 
487 
483 
482 
481 
477 
475 
468 
468 
464 
462 
452 
444 
419 
413 


% of dropouts 


% of graduates 


Fired more than once 


Illicit drug use in last 
6 months 


E None of these outcom 


Government assistance 
Arrested since age 


Poor health (self-reported) 


Four or more of these 

outcomes 
Figure 12.7 The costs of dropping out of high school 
are enormous. (Lansford et al., 2016) 
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characterize dropping out as a public health problem 
(Lansford et al., 2016) (see Figure 12.7). 

Because there are different ways of counting dropouts, 
different studies often report very different figures. For 
example, many students drop out of school temporarily 
but return in their early 20s and obtain a diploma or 
GED; so while these students would be classified as drop- 
outs at the age of 17, they would be classified as graduates 
if they were surveyed just a few years later. As you can see 
from Figure 12.8, although 85% of American adolescents 
graduate from high school on time, there are variations 
in graduation rates as a function of ethnicity (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2020). 


Correlates of Dropping Out Given the findings on 
educational achievement discussed earlier, the other cor- 
relates of dropping out come as no surprise. Adolescents 
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Figure 12.8 High school graduation rates of American 
adolescents. (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020) 
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who leave high school before graduating are more likely 
to come from lower socioeconomic levels, poor commu- 
nities, large families, single-parent families, permissive or 
disengaged families, and households where little reading 
material is available (Afia et al., 2019). Students from 
poor families are also relatively more likely to drop out 
because of poor health (Sznitman, Reisel, & Khurana, 
2017). In short, adolescents who drop out of school are 
more likely to come from backgrounds with limited family 
capital, which has three components: economic capital, 
social capital, and cultural capital (Waithaka, 2014) (see 
Figure 12.9). 

Coupled with this disadvantage in background, ado- 
lescents who drop out of high school also are more 
likely to have a history of poor school performance, low 
school involvement, multiple changes of schools, poor 
performance on standardized tests of achievement and 
intelligence, negative school experiences, adverse 
childhood experiences, and a variety of emotional and 
behavioral problems, some of which contribute to 
academic failure and some of which result from it. Many 
high school dropouts had to repeat one or more grades 
in elementary school; indeed, having been held back is 
one ofthe strongest predictors of dropping out (Gubbels, 
van der Put, & Assink, 2019; Morrow & Villodas, 2018; 
Rumberger, 2012; Wang & 
Fredricks, 2014). 

In other words, dropping 
out of high school is not so 
much a discrete decision made 
during the adolescent years as 


family capital 

The economic, social, and 
cultural resources provided 
by the family. 


Economic capital 


Social capital 


Family capital 


< 


Cultural capital 


Figure 12.9 Families provide three kinds of capital: 
economic, social, and cultural. (Adapted from Waithaka, 2014) 
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social promotion 

The practice of promoting 
students from one grade to the 
next automatically, regardless 
of their school performance. 
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it is the culmination of a long 
process (Rumberger, 2012; 
Sweeten, Bushway, & Paternos- 
ter, 2009). Specific factors may 
instigate a student’s final deci- 
sion to leave school—a suspen- 
sion for misbehavior, a failed 
course, an unintended pregnancy, the lure of a job—but by 
and large, dropping out is a process characterized by a 
history of repeated academic failure and increasing alien- 
ation from school (Henry, Knight, & Thornberry, 2012; 
Samuel & Burger, 2020). 

Although adolescents who drop out of school often 
share certain characteristics in common (for example, a 
history of poor school performance), there is neverthe- 
less diversity within this population. According to one 
extensive study of Canadian students (Janosz et al., 
2000), there are at least four distinct groups of dropouts: 
(1) quiet dropouts (whose histories and personal charac- 
teristics actually look very similar to those of students 
who do not drop out of school but who appear somewhat 
withdrawn; they almost seem to “fade out” rather than 
drop out, perhaps as a result of depression), (2) disen- 
gaged dropouts (whose dropping out appears mainly to 
be the result of low commitment to school and poor 
academic motivation), (3) low-achiever dropouts (whose 
dropping out is primarily the result of very poor school 
performance), and (4) maladjusted dropouts (whose 
dropping out is part of a larger constellation of behavioral 
and psychological problems). 

The idea that different developmental histories lead to 
dropping out is important to the design of preventive 
interventions because it suggests that different sorts of 
programs may work for different sorts of students. For 
instance, dropping out early in high school is more likely 
to be the result of disciplinary problems at school, 
whereas dropping out later in high school is more likely 
to be driven by the desire to work and earn money 
(Stearns & Glennie, 2006). Other studies indicate that it 
is important to distinguish between students who tempo- 
rarily drop out of school but return at some later point 
and obtain their GED—as do between one-third and one- 
half of all dropouts—and those who leave and never return 
(Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2004). 


making the practical 1 
connection 
Based on what we know about the causes and 
consequences of dropping out, what steps should be 
taken to reduce the dropout rate? 


School Factors Although most research on the causes 
of dropping out has focused on characteristics of adoles- 
cents who leave school prematurely, some studies have 


focused on the schools that dropouts leave (Rumberger, 
2012). In general, dropping out is less likely from schools 
where the environment is orderly, where academic pur- 
suits are emphasized, where students are treated fairly, 
and where the faculty is supportive and committed 
(Peguero & Bracy, 2015). Students who are at particularly 
high risk of dropping out (low-achieving, economically 
disadvantaged, and foreign-born Latinx youth) are helped 
especially by having teachers who are sources of social 
support and guidance (Enriquez, 2011). Although some 
educators have expressed concern about the recent trend 
toward toughening graduation requirements and ending 
social promotion—the practice of promoting students 
from one grade to the next on the basis of age rather than 
actual achievement—evaluations of policies such as the 
use of high school exit examinations to determine whether 
students can graduate show that they do not increase the 
rate of dropping out or differentially affect minority and 
White students (Warren, Grodsky, & Lee, 2008). 


Occupational Achievement 


School, rather than work, is the setting in which achieve- 
ment is most often studied by contemporary scholars 
interested in adolescence. Although many individuals in 
previous generations began their occupational careers 
during adolescence, this is very rare today in most indus- 
trialized societies, where the majority of individuals 
pursue some form of postsecondary education before 
entering into full-time work. With the exception of 
apprenticeships, which are popular in only a handful of 
European countries, the work individuals perform during 
adolescence is rarely relevant to their future careers; it is 
mainly a means of earning spending money. Work experi- 
ences in adolescence, in general, have little or no impact 
on adolescents' plans or aspirations for adult work, espe- 
cially among students from nonpoor families (Entwisle, 
Alexander, & Olson, 2005; Johnson, 2002), although it is 
possible that the small minority of adolescents who hold 
"good" jobs may learn something about their career inter- 
ests from them. Fast food, restaurant, and retail jobs pro- 
vide the fewest opportunities to build career-related skills, 
whereas office and clerical jobs are among the best (Staff, 
Messersmith, & Schulenberg, 2009). 

Researchers who are interested in occupational achieve- 
ment during adolescence have examined several issues, 
including the ways in which young people make decisions 
about their careers and the influences on their occupa- 
tional aspirations and expectations. We begin with a look 
at the development of adolescents' occupational plans. 


The Development of Occupational Plans 


The development of occupational plans during adolescence 
is one aspect of the process of developing a sense of identity 


(Skorikov & Vondracek, 2007). Occupational development 
follows a sequence that involves an examination of one’s 
traits, abilities, and interests; a period of experimentation 
with different work roles; and an integration of influences 
from one’s past (primarily, identification with familial role 
models) with one’s hopes for the future. And as is also the 
case with identity development, the development of an 
occupational identity is profoundly influenced by the social 
environment in which it takes place. 

Changes in the broader environment in which adoles- 
cents develop—in this case, changes in the need for and 
accessibility of higher education—have exerted a powerful 
influence on the developmental course of occupational 
planning. For many individuals, the development of occu- 
pational plans may not take place until the final years of 
college, and deciding on a specific career may not even 
begin until well after college graduation. 


Influences on Occupational Choices 


What makes one individual choose to become an attor- 
ney and another decide to be a teacher? Why do some 
students pursue careers in psychology, while others major 
in engineering? Researchers have long been interested in 
the reasons that individuals end up in certain careers 
(Neuenschwander & Kracke, 2011). 


Work Values When you think about your future work, 
what will you look for in a job? Work values refer to the 
sorts of rewards individuals seek from their jobs (e.g., 
Johnson, 2002). For example, are you most interested in 
making a lot of money, in having a secure job, or in hav- 
ing a job that permits you to have a lot of vacation time? 

According to most theories of work values, seven basic 
types of work rewards define individuals’ work values: 
extrinsic rewards (earning a high income), security 
(enjoying job stability), intrinsic rewards (being able to be 
creative or to learn things from work), influence (having 
authority over others or power over decision making), 
altruistic rewards (helping others), social rewards (work- 
ing with people you like), and leisure (having an opportu- 
nity for free time or vacation). Individuals choose jobs 
based on the relative importance of these various work 
rewards to them (see Table 12.2). 

Many contemporary adolescents have unrealistic and 
overly ambitious ideas about the rewards they will derive 
from their future work. A very large proportion of adoles- 
cents aspire to levels of work rewards that they are highly 
unlikely to attain (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999). One 
problem is that adolescents tend to rate almost all work 
rewards very highly, optimistically believing that they can 
find jobs that satisfy multiple rewards simultaneously. 
When they actually enter their first full-time adult jobs, 
though, they soon discover that it is difficult, if not impos- 
sible, to have a career in which one makes a lot of money, 
is creative, helps other people, enjoys job security, and 
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Table 12.2 People look for different things in a job. 
Which types of work values are most important to you? 


Work Value Example 

Extrinsic Earning a good income 

Security Enjoying job stability 

Intrinsic Having opportunities for creativity 
Influence Wielding power over others 
Altruistic Helping others 

Social Enjoying one’s co-workers 
Leisure Having opportunities for vacation 


or time off 


has a lot of free time. Over the course of young adult- 
hood, one of the most important changes that occurs in 
the domain of occupational development is that individu- 
als become both somewhat disillusioned and more 
focused on what they want from a job, abandoning the 
unrealistic notion that one can “have it all” (Roberts, 
O’Donnell, & Robins, 2004). 

There are important limitations to theories of career 
choice that are based solely on reward preferences 
assessed in adolescence. First, interests and abilities are 
not fixed during adolescence but continue to develop and 
change during the adult years, and one of the most 
important influences on personality development during 
adulthood is work itself (Johnson, 2002). Through work- 
ing in a job that emphasizes certain personality character- 
istics, requires certain abilities, or provides certain types 
of rewards, individuals begin to change their personality, 
skills, and values. As a result, a job that seems like a bad 
match during early adulthood may over time become a 
good match. 

A second problem with theories of career choice that 
emphasize adolescents’ work values is that they may 
underestimate the importance of other factors that influ- 
ence and shape vocational decisions, most importantly, 
the social context in which adolescents make career deci- 
sions. Many career decisions are influenced more by 
individuals’ beliefs about what sorts of jobs are accessi- 
ble or “appropriate” for them than by their interests and 
preferences (Johnson, 2002). It is all well and good for 
an adolescent to discover that he is well suited for a 
career in medicine, but the realization is of little value if 
his family cannot afford the cost of college or medical 
school. An adolescent girl may discover through taking a 
vocational preference test that 
she is well suited for work in 
the area of construction or 
building but find that her 
parents, peers, teachers, and 
potential employers all discour- 
age her from following this 


work values 


(extrinsic, intrinsic, social, 
altruistic, security, influence, 
leisure). 


an individual looks for in a job 
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avenue of employment because they think it is not appro- 
priate for women. 


The Influence of Parents and Peers No influence 
on occupational choice is stronger than socioeconomic 
status, and as a result, adolescents’ occupational ambi- 
tions and achievements are highly correlated with the 
ambitions and achievements of those around them 
(Ashby & Schoon, 2012). Youngsters from middle-class 
families are more likely than their less advantaged peers 
to aspire to and enter middle-class occupations. Socioeco- 
nomic status also influences work values, with individuals 
from higher classes more likely to value intrinsic rewards 
and influence and less likely to value extrinsic rewards 
and security. The importance of social class as a determi- 
nant of what people look for in their jobs is strong and 
constant throughout adolescence and young adulthood 
(Johnson, 2002). 

A variety of explanations have been offered for the fit 
between adolescents’ ambitions and the socioeconomic 
status of those around them. First, and perhaps most 
important, occupational attainment—the prestige or status 
an individual achieves in the world of work—depends 
strongly on educational attainment (Elmore, 2009). As 
we saw earlier, educational attainment is greatly influ- 
enced by socioeconomic status. Because middle-class 
adolescents are likely to complete more years of school- 
ing than their lower-class peers, economically advantaged 
adolescents are more likely to seek and enter higher-status 
occupations. 

Second, middle-class parents, as noted earlier, are 
more likely to raise their children in ways that foster the 
development of strong achievement orientation and 
career exploration. The development of achievement 
motivation, which has an impact on school performance, 
also has an impact on youngsters’ occupational ambi- 
tions—both directly (in that individuals with strong needs 
for achievement will express these needs by aspiring to 
occupations that provide opportunities to achieve status 
or wealth) and indirectly, through the effects of achieve- 
ment motivation on academic achievement (in that 
youngsters who are successful in school are likely to be 
encouraged to seek higher-status occupations and engage 
in identity exploration). Parents influence their adoles- 
cents’ career aspirations mainly by influencing their edu- 
cational achievement (Jodl et al., 2001). 

Finally, the same opportunities that favor economi- 
cally advantaged youngsters in the world of education— 
better facilities, more opportunities for enrichment, 
greater accessibility of higher education—also favor mid- 
dle-class youngsters in the world of work. Because their 
parents are more likely to work 
in positions of power and lead- 


A measure of achievement 


based on the status or prestige 
of the job an individual holds. 


ership, middle-class youngsters 
often have important family 
connections and sources of 


An individual’s choice of occupation is influenced by many 
factors, including the work values he or she has. Contextual 
factors, such as job opportunities, are important as well. 
nd3000/Shutterstock 


information about the world of work that are less avail- 
able to youngsters from poorer families. In addition, com- 
ing from a family that is economically well off may 
provide an adolescent with more time to explore career 
options and to wait for an especially desirable position, 
rather than having to take the first job that becomes avail- 
able out of economic necessity. This advantage is particu- 
larly important during economic downturns, such as the 
one that took place during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when it is often difficult to find employment. 


The Broader Context of Occupational Choice Ado- 
lescents’ occupational choices are made, of course, within 
a broader social context that profoundly influences the 
nature of their plans. Today’s young people see work as a 
less central part of life than their counterparts did in the 
past. Contemporary young people, for example, are more 
likely than past generations to say that if they had enough 
money, they would not work; that they are less willing to 
work overtime to make sure their job was done well; and 
that it is important to have a job that allows sufficient 
time for leisure (Wray-Lake et al., 2009). 

At different times, different employment opportuni- 
ties arise, and young people—particularly by the time 
they reach the end of their formal schooling—are often 
very aware of the prospects for employment in different 
fields. Young people often tailor their plans in response 
to what they perceive as the future needs and demands of 
the labor market and the acceptability of given occupa- 
tional choices within their community. In addition, 
whether an adolescent’s occupational expectations are 
actually realized depends on many factors that are not 
in his or her control (as anyone graduating during the 


economic downturn of the previous decade could 
certainly attest). 

Adolescents also tailor their plans based on their 
beliefs regarding which jobs society says are “acceptable” 
for individuals of a particular social class, ethnicity, or sex 
(Johnson, 2002; Master, Cheryan, & Meltzoff, 2016). 
One manifestation of this is seen in the disproportionate 
numbers of males who major in the sciences; much prog- 
ress has been made in encouraging more young women to 
major in STEM fields (science, technology, engineering, 
and math), especially in biological and biomedical 
sciences, but there are still large gender gaps in physical 
sciences, engineering, and computer sciences. 

One problem faced by all young people in making 
career plans is obtaining accurate information about the 
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labor market needs of the future and the appropriate 
means of pursuing positions in various fields. The major- 
ity of young people do not have educational plans that are 
consistent with the educational requirements of the jobs 
they hope to enter, and many adolescents are overly opti- 
mistic about their chances for success (Chang et al., 
2006). One goal of career educators is to help adoles- 
cents make more informed and more realistic choices 
about their careers and to free them from stereotypes that 
constrain their choices. Career counselors, especially on 
college campuses, have come to play an increasingly 
important role in individuals’ career decision making 
because the rapid pace at which the labor market changes 
has made it less likely that adolescents will be able to 
obtain accurate information from their family. 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 
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Some General Principles About Problems 
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Most Problems Reflect Transitory Experimentation 
Not All Problems Begin in Adolescence 
Most Problems Do Not Persist into Adulthood 
Problems During Adolescence Are Not 
Caused by Adolescence 
Psychosocial Problems: Their Nature and 
Covariation 
Comorbidity of Externalizing Problems 
Comorbidity of Internalizing Problems 


Substance Use and Abuse 
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Use and Abuse 


Drugs and the Adolescent Brain 


Prevention and Treatment of Substance 
Use and Abuse 
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Externalizing Problems 
Categories of Externalizing Problems 


Developmental Progression of Antisocial 
Behavior 


Changes in Juvenile Offending over Time 
Causes of Antisocial Behavior 

Prevention and Treatment of Externalizing 

Problems 
Internalizing Problems 

The Nature and Prevalence of Depression 
Sex Differences in Depression 

Suicide and Non-Suicidal Self-Injury 


Causes of Depression and Internalizing 
Disorders 


Treatment and Prevention of Internalizing 
Problems 


Stress and Coping 


The majority of young people move through the 
adolescent years without major difficulty, but some experi- 
ence serious psychological and behavioral problems, such 
as substance abuse, delinquency, and depression, that 
disrupt not only their lives but also the lives of those around 
them. These problems indirectly touch the lives of all of us, 
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either directly, through the personal contact we may have 
with a troubled young person, or indirectly, through 
increased taxes for community services or heightened 
anxiety about the safety of our neighborhoods. In this 
chapter, we look at some of the more serious psychologi- 
cal problems we typically associate with adolescence. 


Some General Principles About 
Problems in Adolescence 


The mass media love to paint extreme pictures of the world 
in which we live, an exaggerated view that is obvious in the 
presentation of teenage problem behavior. Rarely are pop- 
ular portrayals of adolescents' behavioral disorders, psy- 
chological distress, or drug use accurate: A breakup with a 
boyfriend is followed that evening by a suicide attempt. An 
after-school prank develops into a life of crime. A weekend 
of heavy drinking fades into a commercial, and when the 
program returns, the adolescent is on his way to a life of 
addiction, delinquency, and school failure. Those of you 
for whom adolescence was not that long ago know that 
these "facts" about adolescent problem behavior are rarely 
true. But we are so often bombarded with images of young 
people in trouble that it is easy to be fooled into believing 
that “adolescence” equals “problems.” 

We should not gloss over the fact that many healthy 
adolescents at one time or another experience self-doubt, 
family squabbles, academic setbacks, or broken hearts. 
But it is important to keep in mind as we look at psycho- 
social problems during adolescence that there is an 
important distinction between the normative, and usually 
temporary, difficulties encountered by many young peo- 
ple and the serious psychosocial problems experienced 
by a minority of youth. One of the purposes of this chap- 
ter is to put these problems in perspective. Before we look 
at several specific categories of problems in detail, it’s 
helpful to lay out some general principles about adoles- 
cent psychosocial problems that apply to all of them. 


Most Problems Reflect Transitory 
Experimentation 


First, let’s distinguish between occasional experimenta- 
tion and enduring patterns of dangerous or troublesome 
behavior. In a period of development during which it is 
normal—maybe even expected—that individuals will seek 
independence and explore themselves and their relation- 
ships with others, it is hardly surprising that some of the 
experimentation in which individuals engage is risky 
(Haydon, McRee, & Halpern, 2011; Steinberg, 2008). 
For example, the majority of adolescents experiment 
with alcohol sometime before high school graduation, and 


It is important to differentiate between occasional experimenta- 
tion with risky or unhealthful activities and enduring patterns 
of troublesome behavior. Joshua Resnick/123RF 


about 40% will have been drunk at least once (Miech 
et al., 2020). But relatively few teenagers develop drinking 
problems or permit alcohol to adversely affect their 
schooling or personal relationships, and as they move 
into adulthood, get married, and change their patterns of 
socializing, their drinking declines (Allen et al., 2020; 
Staff et al., 2010). Similarly, although the vast majority of 
teenagers do something during adolescence that is against 
the law, such as smoking marijuana or shoplifting, very 
few of these young people go on to have criminal careers. 


Not All Problems Begin in Adolescence 


Second, let’s distinguish between problems that have 
their origins and onset during adolescence and those that 
have their roots during earlier periods of development 
(Drabick & Steinberg, 2011). Some teenagers fall into 
patterns of criminal or delinquent behavior during ado- 
lescence, and we tend to associate delinquency with the 
adolescent years. But most teenagers who have recurrent 
problems with the law had problems at home and at 
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Figure 134 Anxiety disorders and behavioral disorders typically begin during childhood, whereas mood disorders 
and substance abuse usually first appear during adolescence. (Merikangas et al., 2010) 


school from an early age; in some samples of delinquents, 
the problems were evident as early as preschool 
(Farrington, 2009; Hartung, Lefner, & Fedele, 2011). Many 
individuals who develop depression during adolescence 
suffered from other types of psychological distress, such 
as excessive anxiety, as children (Graber & Sontag, 2009). 
According to a study of more than 10,000 American ado- 
lescents, although one-third of all teenagers report having 
had an anxiety disorder by age 18, almost all of these indi- 
viduals had developed an anxiety disorder before turning 
12. Similarly, of the 20% of adolescents who reported hav- 
ing had a behavioral disorder at some point in time, two- 
thirds had the first occurrence before entering adolescence 
(Merikangas et al., 2010) (see Figure 13.1). A recent study 
of 1.3 million Danish youth found that about two-thirds of 
all boys and half of all girls who were diagnosed with a 
mental disorder by age 18 had the first occurrence before 
age 12 (Dalsgaard et al., 2020). In other words, simply 
because a problem may be displayed during adolescence 
does not mean that it is a problem of adolescence. 


Most Problems Do Not Persist 
into Adulthood 


Third, many of the behavioral problems experienced by 
adolescents are resolved by the beginning of adulthood, 
with few long-term repercussions. Substance abuse, delin- 
quency, and eating disorders are three good examples: 
Rates of drug and alcohol use, delinquency, and disordered 
eating are all higher within the adolescent population than 


in the adult population, but most individuals who abused 
drugs and alcohol, committed delinquent acts, or were 
bulimic as teenagers grow up to be sober, law-abiding adults 
without eating disorders. Nevertheless, we should not lose 
sight of the fact that adolescence is the most common age 
for the onset of a serious mental illness or that 20% of 
adolescents have a mental illness that will persist into 
adulthood (Lee et al., 2014). But individuals for whom 
problem behavior persists into adulthood are likely to have 
had a problematic childhood as well as a problematic 
adolescence. 


Problems During Adolescence Are Not 
Caused by Adolescence 


Finally, problem behavior during adolescence is virtually 
never a direct consequence of the normative changes 
of adolescence itself. Popular theories about “raging 
hormones” causing oppositional or deviant behavior have 
no scientific support whatsoever, nor do the widely held 
beliefs that problem behaviors are manifestations of an 
inherent need to rebel against authority or that bizarre 
behavior results from an identity crisis. The hormonal 
changes of puberty have only a modest direct effect on 
adolescent behavior; rebellion during adolescence is atypi- 
cal, not normal; and few adolescents experience a tumultu- 
ous identity crisis. When a young person exhibits a serious 
psychosocial problem, such as depression, the worst possi- 
ble interpretation is that it is a normal part of growing up. 
It is more likely a sign that something is wrong. 


Psychosocial Problems: 
Their Nature and Covariation 


Clinical practitioners (psychologists, psychiatrists, social 
workers, and counselors) and other experts on the devel- 
opment and treatment of psychosocial problems during 
adolescence distinguish among three broad categories of 
problems: substance abuse, externalizing disorders, and 
internalizing disorders. Substance abuse refers to the mal- 
adaptive use of drugs, including legal drugs such as alco- 
hol or nicotine; illegal drugs such as marijuana (even in 
states that have legalized marijuana, it is still illegal for 
adolescents to use it without a prescription), cocaine, or 
LSD; and prescription drugs such as stimulants or seda- 
tives. Externalizing disorders are those in which the young 
person’s problems are turned outward and are manifested 
in behavioral problems (some writers use the expression 
“acting out” to refer to this set of problems). Common 
externalizing problems during adolescence are delin- 
quency, antisocial aggression, and truancy. Internalizing 
disorders are those in which the young person’s problems 
are turned inward and are manifested in emotional and 
cognitive distress, such as depression, anxiety, or disor- 
dered eating. 

Although many people think of substance abuse as 
an externalizing disorder, research indicates that it is 
just as likely to accompany depression and other inter- 
nalizing disorders as it is to be a part of “acting out” 
behavior (Baker et al., 2017; Conway et al., 2016; Siennick 
et al., 2016). We are simply more likely to be aware of 
substance abuse problems when they are seen among 
adolescents who are antisocial (such as a rowdy group 
of drunk delinquent youth) than when they occur along 
with internalizing problems (such as a depressed teen- 
ager who drinks herself to sleep each night). Because 
substance abuse problems co-occur, or are comorbid, 
with both externalizing and internalizing problems and 
because many adolescents who experiment with drugs 
have neither internalizing nor externalizing problems, 
we look at substance abuse as a separate category of 
problem behavior. One reason it is helpful to use the 
labels of “internalizing” and “externalizing” is that the 
specific problems within each broad category are often 
comorbid. 

While the distinction between internalizing disorders 
and externalizing disorders is useful for organizing infor- 
mation about psychosocial problems during adoles- 
cence, it is important to bear in mind that some 
adolescents experience problems in both domains simul- 
taneously (Yu et al., 2017). Some adolescents who 
engage in delinquency or show other behavior problems 
also suffer from depression (Jaggers et al., 2020; Martinez- 
Ferrer & Stattin, 2017; McDonough-Caplan, Klein, & 
Beauchaine, 2018). Many depressed or anxious adoles- 
cents, as well as many antisocial adolescents, also abuse 
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drugs and alcohol (Scalco et 
al., 2020; Maslowsky, Schulen- 
berg, & Zucker, 2014; Mona- 
han et al., 2014). 

It is important to distin- 
guish among adolescents who 
exhibit one specific problem 
without any others (for exam- 
ple, depressed adolescents who 
do not have other internalizing 
or externalizing problems), 
adolescents who exhibit more 
than one problem within the 
same general category (for 
example, violent delinquent 
youth or anxious-depressed 
youth), and adolescents who 
exhibit both internalizing and 
externalizing problems (for 
example, depressed delinquents). Multiproblem adoles- 
cents tend not only to have more problems but more 
serious problems (Kessler et al., 2012). These adoles- 
cents may have followed very different developmental 
pathways and may require very different types of treat- 
ment. Multiproblem teenagers typically have had far 
worse family experiences than those with one problem 
(Chen & Simons-Morton, 2009; Yong et al., 2014). 

The links between co-occurring internalizing and 
externalizing problems are different among females than 
among males (Klostermann, Connell, & Stormshak, 
2016). In girls, internalizing problems, such as depres- 
sion, usually precede conduct problems. Girls who are 
depressed often experience problems with their peers, 
which may lead them into antisocial peer groups, where 
their chances of developing conduct problems increase. 
Boys, on the other hand, are more likely to have conduct 
problems that lead to depression, often because their 
conduct problems lead to academic difficulties, which 
cause emotional distress. One important implication of 
research on comorbidity is that successfully treating one 
sort of problem (e.g., antisocial behavior) may also help 
reduce other sorts of problems as well (e.g., depression) 
(Monahan et al., 2014). 


substance abuse 


externalizing disorders 
Psychosocial problems that 
are manifested in a turning of 
the symptoms outward, as in 
aggression or delinquency. 


internalizing disorders 
Psychosocial problems that 
are manifested in a turning 
of the symptoms inward, 
as in depression or anxiety. 


comorbid 

Co-occurring, as when an 
individual has more than one 
problem at the same time. 


Comorbidity of Externalizing 
Problems 


Adolescents who demonstrate one type of behavioral 
problem, such as aggression, often demonstrate another, 
such as criminal behavior. It is well-documented that 
delinquency is often associated with problems such as 
truancy, defiance, sexual promiscuity, academic difficul- 
ties, substance abuse, and violence (Farrington, 2009; 
Savolainen et al., 2012). 


The misuse of alcohol or other 
drugs to a degree that causes 
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problems in the individual's life. 
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problem behavior syndrome 
The covariation among 

various types of externalizing 
disorders believed to result 
from an underlying trait of 
unconventionality. 


social control theory 

A theory of delinquency 

that links deviance with the 
absence of bonds to society's 
main institutions. 
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Problem Behavior Syndrome One highly influential 
approach to understanding comorbidity among external- 
izing problems has described a problem behavior syndrome 
(Jessor & Jessor, 1977). According to many proponents 
of this view, the underlying cause of problem behavior 
syndrome is unconventionality in both the adolescent's 
personality and environment. Unconventional individu- 
als are tolerant of deviance, not highly connected to edu- 
cational or religious institutions, and very liberal in their 
views. Unconventional environments are those in which a 
large number of individuals share these same attitudes. 
Unconventional individuals in 
unconventional environments 
are more likely to engage in a 
wide variety of risk-taking behav- 
ior, including experimentation 
with illegal drugs, risky sex, 
delinquent activity, and risky 
driving (Cooper et al., 2003; 
Monshouwer et al., 2012). A 
comparison of adolescents in 
the United States and China 
found that the same factors 
heighten or diminish adolescents’ risk for problem behav- 
ior in both countries (Jessor et al., 2003). 

A number of possibilities have been proposed about 
the origins of unconventionality. One set of theories 
emphasizes the biological underpinnings of the trait and 
argues that a predisposition toward deviance may actu- 
ally be inherited (McAdams et al., 2012). A second view 
stresses biologically based differences (either inherited 
or acquired through experience) among individuals in 
arousal, sensation seeking, and fearlessness (e.g., Dunlop 
& Romer, 2010; Ortiz & Raine, 2004). Yet a third 
view emphasizes the early family context in which 
deviance-prone children are reared and frames problem 
behavior as a sort of adaptive response to a hostile envi- 
ronment (Belsky, Steinberg, & Draper, 1991). Indeed, 
many writers have argued that some types of antisocial 
behavior in adolescence, especially those that involve 
risk taking, actually make a lot of evolutionary sense 
because in most species, adolescence is a time when indi- 
viduals must establish independence and venture out 
into the world without the protection of their parents 
(Ellis et al., 2012). 


Problems Lead to Other Problems An alternative 
to the view that an underlying trait drives all problem 


behavior is that different types of deviance have different 
origins but involvement in a given problem behavior 
may lead to involvement in a second one. Thus, problem 
behaviors cluster together not because of a common 
underlying trait such as unconventionality, but because 
engaging in some problematic activities (such as drug 
and alcohol use) leads to others (such as delinquency) 
(Bingham & Shope, 2004; Hussong, Curran, & Moffitt, 
2004). Some writers have talked about “cascading” 
effects, where one sort of problem causes another, which 
triggers a third (Burt & Roisman, 2010; Lynne-Landsman, 
Bradshaw, & Ialongo, 2010a; Negriff, 2018). One study of 
individuals followed from preadolescence into adulthood 
found that externalizing problems in childhood led to 
academic difficulties in adolescence, which, in turn, led 
to internalizing problems in adulthood (see Figure 13.2) 
(Masten et al., 2005). Studies of the relationship between 
drug use and depression, and between drug use and 
conduct problems have found similar sorts of cascades 
(Felton et al., 2015; Jones et al., 2016; Sitnick, Shaw, & 
Hyde, 2014). 


Social Control Theory According to a third view, 
social control theory (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990), 
individuals who do not have strong bonds to society's 
institutions—such as the family, school, or workplace—will 
be likely to behave unconventionally in a variety of ways. 
Thus, the clustering of different problem behaviors may 
stem not from a problem "in" the person (such as a bio- 
logical predisposition toward risky behavior) but from an 
underlying weakness in the individual's attachment to 
society. This underlying problem leads to the develop- 
ment of an unconventional attitude, to membership in an 
unconventional peer group, or to involvement in one or 
several problem behaviors that may set a chain of prob- 
lem activities in motion. Social control theory helps to 
explain why behavior problems are not just clustered 
together but are far more prevalent among poor, inner- 
city, minority youngsters. 


Overstating the Case? Finally, a number of 
researchers stress that we should be careful about over- 
stating the case for a single problem behavior *syn- 
drome" (Simons et al., 2016; Willoughby, Chalmers, & 
Busseri, 2004). They note that although engaging in one 
type of problem behavior increases the likelihood of 
engaging in another, the overlap among behavior prob- 
lems is far from perfect. Other studies suggest that it is 


Figure 13.2 One explanation for comorbidity is that problems in one domain can create problems in another. 


(Masten et al., 2005) 


important to differentiate between problem behavior 
that adults disapprove of but that many adolescents con- 
sider normative (such as smoking, drinking, or having 
sex) versus problem behavior that both adults and ado- 
lescents view as serious (such as violent crime) (Sullivan, 
Childs, & O’Connell, 2010; Warren et al., 2016). Con- 
text matters, too: One international comparison found 
that adolescent alcohol use was predictive of violence in 
Scandinavia and Eastern Europe but not in Mediterra- 
nean countries, in part because adolescents in Mediter- 
ranean countries are less likely to drink to intoxication 
and more likely to drink in settings where adults are 
present (Felson et al., 2011). 


Comorbidity of Internalizing Problems 


There is also a good deal of comorbidity in internalizing 
disorders, which tend to have in common the subjective 
state of distress. For example, depressed adolescents are 
more likely than their peers to experience anxiety, panic, 
phobia, obsessional thinking, suicidal ideation, eating dis- 
orders, and various psychosomatic disturbances (physical 
problems that have psychological causes) (Ask et al., 
2016; Danneel et al., 2020; Hankin et al., 2016). Some 
experts question whether it even makes sense to consider 
some of these problems as separate entities when speaking 
about children or adolescents (for example, to draw a dis- 
tinction between anxiety and depression) because rates of 
comorbidity are so high (Graber & Sontag, 2009). 

Just as different externalizing problems are hypothe- 
sized to reflect an underlying antisocial syndrome, vari- 
ous indicators of internalizing problems may be thought 
of as different manifestations of a common underlying 
factor, negative emotionality (Class et al., 2019; Hankin 
et al., 2016; Rudolph, Davis, & Monti, 2017). Individuals 
who are high in negative emotionality—who become dis- 
tressed easily—are at greater risk for depression, anxiety 
disorders, and a range of internalizing problems, as are 
individuals who are anhedonic—who have difficulty expe- 
riencing positive emotions like joy—are especially prone 
to depression (Luking et al., 2016). An alternative view is 
that the core underlying trait that links different types of 
internalizing problems is cognitive in nature; depressed 
and anxious individuals, for example, are especially 
prone to self-criticism, rumination, and hopelessness 
(Hankin, Snyder, & Gulley, 2016). As with externalizing 
problems, the underpinnings of internalizing problems 
are believed to have both biological and environmental 
origins, including high levels of biological reactivity to 
stress (Susman et al., 1997). 

In this chapter, we examine the nature, prevalence, 
consequences, and amelioration of the three sets of prob- 
lems often seen during adolescence: substance abuse, 
antisocial behavior and other externalizing problems, and 
depression and other internalizing problems. In each 
case, we ask four central questions: (1) What is the nature 
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of this sort of problem in ado- 
lescence? (2) How many, and 
which, young people have these 
problems? (3) What do we 
know about factors that con- 
tribute to these problems? and 
(4) What approaches to preven- 
tion and intervention appear to 
have the most promise? 


negative emotionality 
The presumed underlying 
cause of internalizing 
disorders, characterized 
by high levels of subjective 
distress. 


anhedonic 


for depression. 


Substance Use and Abuse 


Society sends young people contradictory messages 
about drugs and alcohol. Television programs aimed at 
preadolescents urge viewers to "just say no!" but the foot- 
ball games and sitcoms that many of these same viewers 
watch tell them, no less subtly, that having a good time 
with friends is impossible without something alcoholic to 
drink. Many celebrities who are idolized by teenagers 
speak out against cocaine and marijuana, but many 
equally famous stars admit to using these same drugs. 
Tobacco and alcohol companies label their products as 
causing health problems, but they spend enormous 
amounts of money marketing their cigarettes and bever- 
ages to teenagers. 

The mixed signals sent to young people about drugs 
reflect the inconsistent way that we view these sub- 
stances as a society: Some drugs (such as alcohol or 
Adderall) are fine, as long as they are not abused, but 
others (such as cocaine or meth) are not; some drinking 
(enough to relax at a party) is socially appropriate, but 
too much (enough to impair driving or lead to noncon- 
sensual sex) is not; some people (those over 21) are old 
enough to handle drugs, but others (those under 21) are 
not. It is easy to see why teenagers do not follow the dic- 
tates of their elders when it comes to alcohol and other 
drugs. How, then, should we view substance use and 
abuse among teenagers when our backdrop is a society 
that much of the time tolerates, if not actively encour- 
ages, adults who use these same substances? 

As with most of the problem behaviors that are com- 
mon during adolescence, discussions of teenage sub- 
stance use are often filled more with rhetoric than reality. 
The popular stereotype of contemporary young people is 
that they use and abuse a wide range of drugs more than 
their counterparts did previously, that the main reason 
adolescents use drugs is peer pressure, and that the "epi- 
demic" level of substance use among American teenagers 
is behind many of the other problems associated with this 
age group-including academic underachievement, early 
pregnancy, suicide, and crime. The simplicity of these 
assertions is undeniably tempting; after all, what could be 
more reassuring than to identify the "real" culprit (drugs) 
and the *real" causes (peers and mass media) of all the 
maladies of young people? And what could be even more 


Having difficulty experiencing 
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positive emotions, a risk factor 
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Monitoring the Future 

An annual survey of a 
nationwide sample of American 
8th-, 10th-, and 12th-graders, 
mainly known for its data on 
adolescent substance use. 


binge drinking 

Consuming five or more drinks 
in a row on one occasion, an 
indicator of alcohol abuse. 
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comforting than the belief that 
if we simply teach young people 
to “just say no,” these problems 
will disappear? 

Unfortunately, what we 
might like to believe about ado- 
lescent substance use is not nec- 
essarily correct. As we shall see, 
there are grains of truth to many 
of the popular claims about 
the causes, nature, and conse- 
quences of teenage substance use and abuse, but there are 
many widely held misconceptions about the subject, too. 


Prevalence of Substance Use and Abuse 


Each year since 1975, a group of researchers from the 
University of Michigan has surveyed a nationally represen- 
tative sample of about 15,000 American high school 
seniors on several aspects of their lifestyle and values, 
including their use and abuse of a variety of drugs. Begin- 
ning in 1991, comparable samples of 8th- and 10th-graders 
were added to the annual survey. Because of the size and 
representativeness of the sample of respondents, this sur- 
vey, called Monitoring the Future (Miech et al., 2020), is 
an excellent source of information about patterns of ado- 
lescent drug and alcohol use, at least among young people 
who have not dropped out of school. (The latest survey 
results can be accessed at www.monitoringthefuture.org.) 


Drugs of Choice The surveys consistently indicate 
that alcohol is by far the most commonly used and abused 
substance in terms of both prevalence (the percentage of 
teenagers who have ever used the drug) and recency of 
use (the percentage of teenagers who have used the drug 
within the last month), followed by vaping nicotine and 
marijuana (about the same percentages for each) and cig- 
arettes. By the time they are seniors in high school, 59% 
of teenagers have tried alcohol, 4476 have tried marijuana, 
41% have vaped nicotine, and 22% have smoked ciga- 
rettes. After cigarettes, however, the percentage of young 
people who have tried various other drugs drops precipi- 
tously, and only about 5% of high school seniors have 
used an illicit drug other than marijuana within the last 
month (Miech et al., 2020) (see Figure 13.3). 

Although there was once a time when drug use was 
more common among adolescent males than females, 
today sex differences in the prevalence of drug use are 
virtually nonexistent with respect to drinking, smoking 
marijuana, vaping nicotine, and smoking cigarettes. Girls 
are more likely than boys to try these drugs before high 
school, but by the time they are seniors, male and female 
adolescents report comparable patterns of use (Johnston 
et al., 2020). Although alcohol and tobacco use among 
adolescents in most European countries is substantially 


higher than it is in the United States, twice as many 
American than European adolescents regularly use illicit 
drugs (mainly marijuana) (ESPAD, 2019). 

Prevalence statistics, especially those that tap whether 
an individual has ever tried the substance in question, tell 
us little about the nature and extent of drug use from the 
standpoint of adolescents' health and well-being. It is one 
thing to have tried alcohol or marijuana; it is something 
else to use either of these substances so often that one's 
life and behavior are markedly affected. 

One of the best ways to examine this issue is to look at 
the percentage of young people who report using various 
substances daily or nearly daily. Daily use is infrequent, 
even among older teens. Marijuana is used daily by 6% of 
seniors, only 2% of high school seniors smoke cigarettes 
daily, and daily use of alcohol is extremely rare (fewer 
than 2% of seniors drink daily). However, about 14% of all 
12th-graders, 8% of all lOth-graders, and 4% of all 
8th-graders report having abused alcohol (had more than 
five drinks in a row, sometimes called binge drinking) at 
least once during the last month, and 10% of 8th-graders, 
20% of 10th-graders, and 25% of 12-graders had vaped 
nicotine (Miech et al., 2020). Also worrisome is that 6% 
of high school seniors report having driven a car after 
drinking at least once in the past month, and 16% reported 
having ridden in a car with a driver who had been drink- 
ing (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). 


making the cultural 

connection 
The use of illicit drugs is more common among 
American teenagers than their European counterparts, 
but adolescent smoking and drinking are more common 
in Europe. Why do you think this is? 


Alcohol and marijuana remain the main drugs of choice among 
American adolescents. Lucky winner/Alamy Stock Photo 
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Figure 13.3 Prevalence of substance use among American 8th-, 10th-, and 12th-graders. (Miech et al., 2020) 


Taken together, the findings from these surveys cast 
doubt on some of the most fervently held stereotypes about 
adolescent drug use in the United States. Many adoles- 
cents who drink do so to excess: About one-fifth of all 
seniors and nearly 1075 of all sophomores have been drunk 
at least once in the last month (Miech et al., 2020). But 
only a very small proportion of young people have serious 
drug dependency problems (which would lead to daily use) 
or use hard drugs at all. Moreover, it is very unlikely that 
drug and alcohol use lurks behind the wide assortment of 
adolescent problems for which it is so frequently blamed. 

Rather, the pattern suggests that most adolescents 
have experimented with alcohol; that nearly half have 
tried marijuana or vaping nicotine; that many have used 


one or more of these drugs regularly; that alcohol is 
clearly the drug of choice among teenagers (a substantial 
proportion of whom drink to excess); and that most teen- 
agers have not experimented with other drugs. One point 
worth noting is that many high school students have used 
opioids (such as Vicodin), amphetamines (such as 
Adderall), tranquilizers (such as Xanax), and sedatives (such 
as Seconal) that they have obtained without a prescrip- 
tion, a pattern that also is seen on college campuses (McCabe 
& West, 2013; Young, Glover, & Havens, 2012). 


Changes in Substance Use over Time The Moni- 
toring the Future study has also been used to chart 
changes over time in adolescent substance use. Recent 
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Figure 13.4 Over-time trends in the proportion of high school seniors who report having used various drugs in 
the 30 days preceding the survey. Questions about vaping nicotine were not included in the survey until 2017. 


(Johnston et al., 2015, and Meich et al., 2020) 


administrations of the survey have given experts both 
cause for relief and cause for concern (Miech et al., 
2020) (see Figure 13.4). Things haven't gotten worse, 
but for the most part, they haven't gotten better, either. 
Marijuana use, which had been on a steady decline since 
the late 1970s, rose quite sharply during the mid-1990s, 
has not declined to its former levels, and has not changed 
appreciably in recent years. Alcohol use, which declined 
steadily during the 1980s (from more than 70% of seniors 
drinking monthly to about 50%), has declined steadily 
but more slowly since then and actually has increased a 
bit in recent years. 

One bit of very good news is that teen smoking, which 
increased during the 1990s, has declined dramatically 
and continues to fall-probably because there has been a 
gargantuan increase in the price of cigarettes during the 
past 25 years, which has hit teenagers, who do not have a 
lot of discretionary income, especially hard (Hawkins, 
Bach, & Baum, 2016). Several states have raised the legal 
minimum purchase age for tobacco to 21, which will 
undoubtedly lead to further declines in teen smoking. 
The high price of cigarettes is a far more powerful deter- 
rent to teen smoking than antitobacco education, as is 
setting the minimum legal purchase age higher (Institute 
of Medicine, 2015). 

A new concern, however, is the large number of teen- 
agers who report vaping nicotine: According to recent 
surveys, 10% of 8th-graders, 20% of sophomores, and 25% 
of high school seniors vape on a monthly basis (Miech 
et al., 2020). Most adolescents view electronic cigarettes 
as less harmful and addictive than cigarettes (Amrock, 
Lee, & Weitzman, 2016; Owotomo, Maslowsky, & Loukas, 
2018). Although regular cigarettes have more harmful 
health consequences than e-cigarettes, nicotine, whether 
introduced into the bloodstream through smoking or 
vaping, is highly addictive, and e-cigarettes also contain 
chemicals that are potentially harmful to adolescents’ 
health and brain development (Hildick-Smith et al., 2015; 


Holliday & Gould, 2016; Tobore, 2019). Adolescents who 
use e-cigarettes frequently are more likely than those who 
don’t vape or smoke to binge drink, smoke marijuana, 
and use other illicit drugs (McCabe et al., 2017), although 
it isn’t clear whether vaping leads to the use of these sub- 
stances or is simply correlated with them. 

Although pundits and political commentators fre- 
quently claim to have discovered the “real” reason for 
changes in rates of adolescent substance use, no one 
really knows why rates of adolescent substance use fluctu- 
ate over time, except, perhaps, because of fluctuations in 
price and availability. We know that adolescents’ drug use 
fluctuates with changes in their perceptions of how nor- 
mative, harmful, and disapproved of drug use is (Keyes 
et al., 2012), but scientists have not been able to determine 
what influences these perceptions, although it is likely 
that the messages teenagers receive about drugs—from 
parents, teachers, and mass media—are important. Still, 
many historical patterns are puzzling and hard to make 
sense of. For instance, during the same time period that 
heavy drinking among high school seniors declined dra- 
matically (between 1976 and 2004), it increased just as 
significantly among college students who were just a few 
years older (Jager, Keyes, & Schulenberg, 2015). And 
during this very same era, rates of marijuana use were far 
more stable at both ages (Jager et al., 2013). 

Perhaps the most encouraging finding to emerge in 
recent surveys is that experimentation with alcohol, mar- 
ijuana, and tobacco is less common among younger teens 
than 20 years ago (Miech et al., 2020). In the mid-1990s, 
about 25% of all 8th-graders reported drinking at least 
once a month; by 2019, fewer than 776 of young adoles- 
cents did. In the mid-1990s, 1076 of 8th-graders were reg- 
ular smokers; today, it is 176. Nevertheless, one-fourth of 
all 8th-graders have tried alcohol and 1 in 6 has tried 
marijuana. Curiously, while young adolescents' attitudes 
toward heavy drinking and regular smoking have gotten 
progressively more negative over the years, their views of 


marijuana have not changed much, perhaps because 
many states have legalized the sale of marijuana to adults. 
Rates of marijuana use among adolescents have also held 
steady over the past two decades. 

Rates of substance use among 8th-graders are important 
to watch because the chances of becoming addicted to alco- 
hol or nicotine are dramatically increased when substance 
use begins prior to age 15 (Patton, Coffey, Carlin, Sawyer, 
& Wakefield, 2006). Because the typical adolescent who 
smokes cigarettes begins around the seventh or eighth 
grade, looking at changes in the number of 8th-graders who 
smoke is a good way of forecasting rates of smoking among 
adults in the future. Fortunately, smoking among 8th-graders 
has declined markedly since the 1990s, when close to half 
of all 8th-graders had tried cigarettes; today, fewer than 10% 
have (Miech et al., 2020). 


Ethnic Differences in Substance Use Several 
national surveys have examined ethnic differences in 
rates of adolescent substance use and abuse. In general, 
White, Latinx, and Native American adolescents are more 
likely to drink than Black youth (illicit drug use among 
Black youth is comparable to that among White and 
Latinx youth), and Asian youth are less likely to drink or 
use drugs than any other ethnic group (Johnston et al., 
2020; Kane et al., 2017; Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration, 2016). Foreign-born and 
less Americanized minority youngsters—whether Asian 
or Latinx in background—use alcohol, drugs, and tobacco 
at a lower rate than do American-born and more accultur- 
ated immigrant youth (Alamilla et al., 2018; Barsties 
et al., 2017). 


Does Substance Use Follow a Particular Progression? 
Young people experiment with beer and wine before 
trying cigarettes or hard liquor, which precedes mari- 
juana use, which, in turn, precedes the use of other 
illicit drugs (Atherton et al., 2016). However, although 
experimentation may follow this sequence, this does 
not mean that alcohol use or smoking invariably lead to 
marijuana use or that marijuana use necessarily leads 
to experimentation with harder drugs (van Leeuwen 
et al., 2011). 

The fact that there is a fairly standard sequence of 
drug use suggests that virtually all users of hard drugs 
have also tried alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana and, 
moreover, that one way to prevent adolescents from 
experimenting with more serious drugs might be to stop 
them from drinking, smoking cigarettes or vaping nico- 
tine, and using marijuana. Adolescents who have not 
experimented with alcohol or marijuana by the time they 
are in their 20s are unlikely ever to use these or any other 
drugs (Chen & Kandel, 1996). For this reason, tobacco, 
alcohol, and marijuana are considered gateway drugs, 
in the sense that they represent a gate through which 
individuals pass on the way to using harder drugs. 
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Alcohol and nicotine exposure 
sensitize the adolescent brain 
to other drugs, such as cocaine, 
and make future abuse and 
addiction more likely (Griffin 
et al, 2017; Keyes, Hamilton, 
& Kandel, 2016; Yuan et al., 
2015). Whether an individual 
passes through the gate is influenced by many factors 
beyond his or her previous patterns of drug use, though, 
including the era in which he or she grows up. 

On average, drinking and illicit drug use (and prob- 
lematic drinking in particular) increase during adoles- 
cence, peak in the early 20s, and then decline (Reich 
et al., 2015), but not all individuals follow this pattern. 
Researchers have identified several distinct developmental 
trajectories of alcohol, tobacco, and drug use. In one 
study, six distinct groups were identified (Table 13.1). 
Nonusers (one-third of the sample) rarely experimented 
with substances at any point in adolescence. Alcohol 
experimenters (25% of the sample) first tried alcohol 
early in adolescence and continued to drink occasionally 
but did not try other drugs and did not increase their 


gateway drugs 

Drugs that, when used over 
time, lead to the use of other, 
more dangerous substances. 


Exposure to nicotine, whether through tobacco or e-cigarettes, 
may sensitize the adolescent brain to other substances, increasing 
the likelihood of future substance abuse. librakv/ 123RF 


developmental trajectories 
Patterns of change over time. 
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Table 1314 Developmental trajectories of substance use 


Percentage of 


Characteristic Behavior 


Rarely experiment with any substances in adolescence 


First try alcohol early in adolescence, continue to drink occasionally, but 


do not try other drugs and do not increase their drinking over time 


Begin using substances early in adolescence and increase use slowly and 


steadily over time 


Show very high substance use in early adolescence that gradually 


escalates over time. By the end of high school, they smoke and drink 
frequently and experiment with drugs. 


Use substances infrequently during early adolescence but rapidly increase 


use so by the end of adolescence, they nearly match early starters 


Adolescent Group Sample 

Nonusers 3396 
Alcohol experimenters 2596 
Low escalators 596 
Early starters 6% 
Late starters 20% 
High escalators 8% 


Show moderate substance use in early adolescence that escalates rapidly 


and continues to increase throughout high school 


(Adapted from Zapert, Snow, & Tebes, 2002) 


drinking over time. Low escalators (5%) began using 
substances early in adolescence and increased their use 
slowly but steadily over time. Early starters (6%) showed 
very high substance use in early adolescence and escalated 
gradually over time, so that by the end of high school, 
they were smoking and drinking frequently and experi- 
menting with drugs. Late starters (20%) used substances 
infrequently during early adolescence but increased their 
use rapidly during high school—so much so that by the 
end of high school, their substance use was similar to that 
of the early starters. Finally, high escalators (8%) showed 
moderate use in early adolescence, escalated rapidly 
between early and middle adolescence, and continued to 
increase their use throughout high school (Zapert, Snow, 
& Tebes, 2002). Adolescents whose substance use begins 
early or escalates rapidly, as well as those with a history of 
solitary use, are most at risk for substance use problems 
as adults (Nelson, Van Ryzin, & Dishion, 2015; Tucker 
et al., 2014). 


Causes and Consequences of 
Substance Use and Abuse 


In looking at the causes and consequences of substance 
use and abuse in adolescence, it is especially important to 
keep in mind the distinction between occasional experi- 
mentation and problematic use. 


Users, Abusers, and Abstainers Because the major- 
ity of adolescents have experimented with alcohol and 
close to half have tried marijuana, it stands to reason that 
there are plenty of normal, healthy young people who 
have used these drugs at least once. And, indeed, adoles- 
cents who experiment with alcohol and marijuana are no 
worse adjusted than their peers who abstain from them 
(Alex Mason & Spoth, 2011; Tucker et al., 2006). 


In order to understand the relation between substance 
use and psychological adjustment, it is important to dif- 
ferentiate among four groups of adolescents: frequent 
drug users (for example, at least once a week); hard-drug 
users (that is, drugs other than alcohol, tobacco, or mari- 
juana); those who experiment with marijuana and alco- 
hol but who do not use them frequently (that is, no more 
than once a month); and those who abstain (Connell 
et al., 2010; Ehrenreich et al., 2015). Experimenters and 
abstainers score higher on measures of psychological 
adjustment than frequent users. The age at which adoles- 
cents experiment with substances is also important. One 
study of people in their mid-20s found that those who had 
experimented with substance use at age 17 (when experi- 
mentation is normative, at least in the United States) 
generally were better adjusted than those who had been 
abstainers, abusers, or problematic users (Englund et al., 
2013) (see Figure 13.5). 

Longer-term follow-up studies also show that moder- 
ate alcohol use during adolescence does not have nega- 
tive long-term effects (Haller et al., 2010; Warren et al., 
2016). In contrast, cigarette use during adolescence has 
more harmful long-term health consequences because 
nicotine is a more addictive drug and its use is more likely 
to persist into middle adulthood (Chen & Kandel, 1996; 
Elders et al., 1994; Pierce & Gilpin, 1996). 

This does not mean that occasional experimentation 
with drugs during adolescence /eads to better adjustment, 
of course. In fact, the psychological advantages observed 
among adolescents who experiment with alcohol and 
marijuana were evident well before they began experi- 
menting, even when they were young children (Shedler & 
Block, 1990). Well-adjusted adolescents are more socially 
competent and are more likely to be in social situations 
in which other teenagers are drinking and smoking 
marijuana (Ludden & Eccles, 2007). In this sense, 


Educational attainment 


Bi Did not complete "Hoh school graduate 


high school 
100 


Percentage 


Romantic relationships 


E None to less than "Regular involvement 
regular involvement in long-term 
100 
80 Ss 
oO 
[9)] 
S 60 
= 
[0] 
9 40 
oO 
A 
20 
0 
e © or e 
KZ xe AN 
S e Ka a 
xy S 
v d 
eg 


CHAPTER 13 Psychosocial Problems in Adolescence 


Work ethic 
E Poor to moderate rz Good to excellent 


100 


80 

60 —Tr 

40 I 

20 = 
O 


Global adaptation 
E Poor to fair E Good or better 


Percentage 


100 


Percentage 
N A [92] 
© oO oo SO 
BEL 
1 

] 

1 


Figure 13.5 Experimentation with substances, as long as it takes place later in adolescence, is associated with 
better adjustment in young adulthood than is abstaining, abusing, or using drugs problematically (which places the 


teenager at risk for abuse). (Englund et al., 2013) 


psychological adjustment increases the likelihood of alco- 
hol and marijuana use, rather than the reverse. 

Taken together, research indicates that moderate alco- 
hol and marijuana use has become normative among ado- 
lescents in contemporary society (however troublesome 
some adults may find this), that these substances are typ- 
ically used in social situations, and that better-adjusted 
and more interpersonally competent young people are 
likely to participate in social activities in which alcohol 
and other drugs are present. 


Predictors and Consequences of Substance Abuse 
Substance abuse (using drugs in a way that causes signif- 
icant problems at home, school, work, or with the law) is 
a different matter (see Table 13.2). Adolescents who are 
frequent users of alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs score 
lower on measures of psychological adjustment as teenag- 
ers and were more likely to have been maladjusted as chil- 
dren (Hicks et al., 2014). Drug and alcohol abuse during 
adolescence is often a symptom of prior psychological 
disturbance. 


Substance abuse during adolescence, whatever its 
antecedents, is associated with a host of other problems. 
Young people who abuse alcohol, tobacco, and other 
drugs are more likely to experience problems at school; 
suffer from psychological distress and depression; become 
involved in dangerous or deviant activities, including 
crime, delinquency, and truancy; and engage in unpro- 
tected sexual activity. Alcohol and other drugs are often 
implicated in adolescent automobile crashes, the leading 
cause of death and disability among American teenagers 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019b), and 
in other fatal and nonfatal accidents, such as drownings, 
falls, and burns (Hingson & Zha, 2009). 

The effects of adolescent substance abuse also last 
long into adulthood. As adults, adolescent substance 
abusers are more likely to have physical health problems, 
experience unemployment and out-of-wedlock childbear- 
ing, and continue to have substance abuse problems 
(Chassin, Hussong, & Beltran, 2009; Green & Ensminger, 
2006; Stuart & Green, 2008). Adolescent substance 
abusers also expose themselves to the long-term physical 
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Table 13.2 DSM-5 diagnostic criteria for substance use disorder 


The DSM-5 defines a substance use disorder as the presence of at least 2 of 11 criteria, which are clustered in four 


groups: 


1. Impaired control: (1) taking more or for longer than intended, (2) unsuccessful efforts to stop or cut down use, 
(3) spending a great deal of time obtaining, using, or recovering from use, (4) craving for substance. 


2. Social impairment: (5) failure to fulfill major obligations due to use, (6) continued use despite problems caused or 
exacerbated by use, (7) important activities given up or reduced because of substance use. 


3. Risky use: (8) recurrent use in hazardous situations, (9) continued use despite physical or psychological problems that are 


caused or exacerbated by substance use. 


4. Pharmacologic dependence: (10) tolerance to effects of the substance, (11) withdrawal symptoms when not using or 


using less.* 


*Persons who are prescribed medications such as opioids may exhibit these two criteria but would not necessarily be considered to have a 


substance use disorder. 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013) 


health risks of excessive drug use. In the case of ciga- 
rettes, alcohol, and marijuana, these risks are substantial 
and well documented—among them, cancer, heart dis- 
ease, and kidney and liver damage. It is also now well 
established that heavy cigarette smoking during adoles- 
cence can exacerbate feelings of emotional distress 
and lead to depression and anxiety disorders (Chassin, 
Hussong, & Beltran, 2009). 


Risk Factors for Substance Abuse Because alco- 
hol and marijuana use are both so common among 
American teenagers, it does not make sense to talk about 
risk factors (that is, things that make some teenagers 
more likely to try alcohol or marijuana) for using these 
substances. Researchers have asked, however, which ado- 
lescents are most likely to become substance abusers? 
Generally, four sets of risk factors—psychological, famil- 
ial, social, and contextual—have been identified, and the 
more risk factors that are present for an individual, the 
more likely she or he is to use and abuse drugs (Bountress, 
Chassin, & Lemery-Chalfant, 2017; Carliner et al., 2016; 
Defoe et al., 2016). 

These same risk factors have been found across a 
variety of studies and in samples of adolescents from a 
wide range of ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds, 
although there is evidence that family factors may be 
more influential in early adolescence and peer factors 
more so in middle adolescence (Cleveland et al., 2008). 
In other words, the factors that place an adolescent at risk 
for substance abuse are more or less the same regardless 
of the adolescent’s sex, social class, or ethnicity (Aspy 
et al., 2014; Choi et al., 2005). This is good news, because 
it suggests that preventive interventions do not need to be 
specifically tailored to different subgroups of adolescents 
(Hu, Davies, & Kandel, 2006). 

The first set of risk factors is psychological. Individu- 
als with certain personality characteristics—which typi- 
cally are present prior to adolescence—are more likely to 
develop drug and alcohol problems than their peers. 


These characteristics include anger, impulsivity, inatten- 
tiveness, and sensation seeking (Lydon-Staley & Geier, 
2018; Oshri et al., 2018; Quach et al., 2020; Scalco & 
Colder, 2017). The combination of poor impulse control 
and heightened sensation seeking is especially problem- 
atic (Khurana et al., 2015; Willoughby & Fortner, 2015); 
moreover, the same traits that lead to drinking are them- 
selves amplified by using alcohol—creating a vicious cycle 
(Peterson, Davis, & Smith, 2018). 

Many of these traits have a strong genetic component 
(Su et al., 2019; Trucco et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2018), 
although the effects of having a genetic propensity toward 
substance use are amplified in contexts in which other 
teenagers are using drugs and alcohol (Russell, Wang, & 
Odgers, 2016) but diminished by contexts that discourage 
smoking or drinking (Li et al., 2011; Park et al., 2011). In 
addition, individuals who have more tolerant attitudes 
about drug use (and about deviance in general) are at 
greater risk for drug abuse (Petraitis, Flay, & Miller, 
1995), as are those who expect alcohol or other drugs to 
improve their social relationships (Griffin et al., 2001). 

Second, individuals with distant, hostile, or conflicted 
family relationships are more likely to develop substance 
abuse problems than their peers who grow up in close, 
nurturing families (Neppl, Dhalewadikar, & Lohman, 
2016; Wen, 2017). Drug-abusing youngsters are also more 
likely than their peers to have parents who are excessively 
permissive, uninvolved, neglectful, or rejecting (Elam 
et al., 2020; Mun et al., 2018; Savage et al., 2018). In addi- 
tion, they are more likely to come from homes where one 
or more other family members (parents or siblings) 
smoke, drink, or use drugs (as a result of both genetics and 
the environment) (Gottfredson et al., 2017; Griesler et al., 
2019; Mays et al., 2014; Parra et al., 2020). One explana- 
tion for especially high rates of substance use among afflu- 
ent suburban teenagers is that their parents often are 
tolerant of this behavior (Luthar & Goldstein, 2008). 

Third, individuals with substance abuse problems are 
more likely to have friends who use and tolerate the use 


of drugs (Armenta, Sittner, E Whitbeck, 2016; Meisel & 
Colder, 2020; Wesche, Kreager, & Lefkowitz, 2019). 
Whether and how often adolescents use drugs is an 
important defining characteristic of peer groups; abstain- 
ers tend to have other abstainers as friends, and users 
tend to be friends with other users. Drug-using adoles- 
cents seek drug-using peers, and drug-using peers encour- 
age even more drug use among their friends (Leung et al., 
2016). Substance-using adolescents who have many sub- 
stance-using friends may also overestimate how common 
substance use is because they are so much more likely to 
see other people engaged in it (Park et al., 2017). 

Finally, adolescents who become substance abusers 
are more likely to live in a social context that makes drug 
use easier (Chassin, Hussong, & Beltran, 2009; Stanley, 
Henry, & Swaim, 2011). Important factors are the avail- 
ability of drugs, the community’s norms regarding drug 
use, the degree to which drug laws are enforced, and the 
ways in which drug use is presented via the mass media 
(Bendtsen et al., 2013; Su & Supple, 2016; Thrul et al., 
2014). Lowering the minimum purchase age for alcohol 
(as was done in New Zealand) significantly increases the 
rate of alcohol-related car crashes among younger drivers, 
whereas raising it (as was done in the United States) 
decreases crashes (Kypri et al., 2006). Rates of binge 
drinking and drinking while driving are higher among 
adolescents who live in neighborhoods with relatively 
more retail outlets for alcohol (Milam et al., 2016; Resko 
et al., 2010), and smoking is more common among 
adolescents who live in neighborhoods with relatively 
more stores that sell cigarettes or electronic cigarettes 
(Giovenco et al., 2016; McCarthy et al., 2009) or who 
attend schools where a high proportion of other students 
smoke (Sabiston et al., 2009). Adolescent marijuana use 
is not higher in states that have legalized the drug for 
medical use, however (Choo et al., 2014; Lynne-Lands- 
man, Livingston, & Wagenaar, 2013). 

Researchers have also identified important protective 
factors that decrease the likelihood of adolescents’ 
engaging in substance abuse (Jessor & Turbin, 2014). 
Among the most important are positive mental health 
(including high self-esteem and the absence of depres- 
sion), high academic achievement, engagement in 
school, close family relationships, and involvement in 
religious activities (Eiden et al., 2016; Martin et al., 2015; 
Sanchez et al., 2011). These protective factors appear to 
operate over and above the effects of the risk factors 
discussed previously. As with the factors that place ado- 
lescents at risk for substance abuse, the protective fac- 
tors identified operate similarly among adolescents from 
different ethnic groups and explain why some groups of 
adolescents use drugs more than others do (Ennett et al., 
2008; Flannery, Vazsonyi, & Rowe, 1996). And, as with 
risk factors, the more protective factors an adolescent 
has in his or her life, the lower the risk for drug use 
(Lenzi et al., 2015). 
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Drugs and the 
Adolescent Brain 


protective factors 
Factors that limit individual 
vulnerability to harm. 


Scientists have long speculated 
that because the brain is still 
very malleable early in adoles- 
cence, experimentation with 
drugs is more harmful then 
than later in development. 
Experimental research in which scientists have com- 
pared the brains of animals exposed to drugs, either 
close to the time of puberty or after reaching full matu- 
rity, has illuminated some of the specific neurobiological 
pathways that explain why the potential for addiction is 
much greater in adolescence than adulthood (Jobson 
et al., 2019; Reynolds et al., 2019; Walker et al., 2017). In 
order to understand what these studies say, we need to 
digress slightly and look at certain aspects of adolescent 
brain development. 

Changes in the limbic system during adolescence, a 
region of the brain that is important for the experience of 
reward and punishment, affect receptors for dopamine, 
one of the neurotransmitters that influence our experi- 
ence of pleasure. We experience things such as great sex 
or fabulous food as enjoyable because they result in higher 
levels of dopamine in the brain; these higher levels permit 
more neural activity through the synapses that connect 
the circuits in the brain that regulate feelings of pleasure. 

Recreational drugs make users feel good primarily 
because they affect the same receptors that are sensitive 
to the dopamine that is in the brain naturally. The mole- 
cules of addictive drugs are so similar to dopamine 


dopamine 


that regulate the experience 
of reward. 


m 


Studies of juvenile mice have furthered our understanding of 
the impact of drinking on adolescent brain development. 
Adam Gault/OJO Images/Getty Images 


A neurotransmitter especially 
important in the brain circuits 
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molecules that dopamine receptors act in the same way in 
their presence as they do in the presence of natural dopa- 
mine. As a result, when drugs enter the brain (which is 
where they go whether they enter the body through the 
mouth, nose, or blood vessels), they are “read” by dopa- 
mine receptors as the real thing. On the positive side, this 
makes the user feel good (the same way that natural dopa- 
mine does)—which, of course, is why people use drugs. 

The problem, though, is that frequent drug use during 
adolescence interferes with the normal maturation of the 
brain’s reward processing regions (Cservenka, Jones, & 
Nagel, 2015; Weissman et al., 2015). The animal studies 
referred to earlier have shown that experiences in early 
adolescence, when the limbic system is especially mallea- 
ble, or “plastic,” can permanently affect the way the brain 
functions (Spear & Swartzwelder, 2014). Repeated expo- 
sure to drugs during this period of heightened plasticity 
in the limbic system can affect the brain in ways that 
make it necessary to use drugs in order to experience nor- 
mal amounts of pleasure. 

How many exposures to a drug does it take to perma- 
nently alter the adolescent brain’s dopamine system? No 
one knows for sure, and the answer varies from person to 
person, largely because of genetic factors (this is why 
some people are more likely to develop addictions than 
others) (Jordan & Andersen, 2017; Schlomer et al., 2017). 
People with more responsive reward centers, for example, 
are more likely to drink (Braams et al., 2016). We do 
know, though, that a permanent alteration in the dopa- 
mine system as a result of drug exposure is more likely to 
happen in adolescence, when the limbic system is still 
malleable, than in adulthood, when it is less plastic. 

This is why exposure to drugs during adolescence is 
more likely to lead to abuse, addiction, and other psycho- 
logical problems than is the same amount of exposure 
during adulthood (Bolland et al., 2016; Epstein et al., 
2015; Scalco & Colder, 2017; Sittner, 2016; Swendsen 
et al., 2012). Compared with people who delay drinking until 
they are 21, people who begin in early adolescence (before 
age 14) are seven times more likely to binge drink as teen- 
agers and five times more likely to develop a substance 
abuse or dependence disorder at some point in life 
(Hingson, Heeren, & Winter, 2006). Similarly, people 
who begin smoking regularly before age 14 are at much 
greater risk for nicotine dependence as adults than are 
those who start in late adolescence (Orlando et al., 2004). 
It’s not simply that people who start using drugs early are 
different from those who wait in ways that make them 
more prone to addiction. Experimental studies with ani- 
mals, in which some are randomly assigned to drug expo- 
sure shortly after puberty and others to exposure in 
adulthood, have proven that it is easier to become addicted 
during adolescence than during adulthood (Spear, 2016). 

The increased vulnerability of the adolescent brain to 
the addicting effects of alcohol is compounded by the fact 
that adolescents don’t feel the negative consequences of 


drinking as profoundly as adults do (this can only be stud- 
ied experimentally in animals because researchers are not 
allowed to give teenagers alcohol). Studies comparing 
juvenile rodents with adult rodents find that juveniles can 
drink more than adults before they become tired or have 
their reflexes slow, and the unpleasant physical conse- 
quences of drinking too much (otherwise known as a 
hangover) are less intense among juveniles than adults. 
To make matters worse, juveniles feel the positive effects 
of alcohol more intensely than adults; alcohol makes juve- 
nile rodents want to socialize, but it makes adults want to 
be left alone (Spear, 2013). And whereas the presence of 
“peers” increases alcohol consumption among juvenile 
rodents, it has no such effect among adult animals (Logue 
et al., 2014). Similarly, juvenile rodents are more likely to 
experience the rewarding aspects of nicotine exposure, 
including enhanced learning, than are older animals 
(Holliday & Gould, 2016). 

Although the short-term effects of alcohol are less 
severe in adolescents than adults, the lasting effects of 
alcohol on brain functioning are worse in adolescence 
than in adulthood—again, because the brain is more vul- 
nerable to influences during periods of plasticity. One 
area of the adolescent brain that is especially vulnerable to 
the harmful effects of alcohol and other drugs is the hip- 
pocampus, which is important for memory and, with the 
prefrontal cortex, for “putting the brakes” on impulsive 
behavior (Boulos et al., 2016; Silveri et al., 2016). Alcohol 
also has harmful effects on the development of regions of 
the brain involved in higher-order cognitive abilities, such 
as planning and decision making, and in self-regulation 
(Miiller-Oehring et al, 2018; Nasrallah et al., 2011), 
although some of the association between heavy drinking 
and poor self-regulation is due to the fact that adolescents 
with weak self-control are more likely to drink (Peeters 
et al., 2015). Nonetheless, the fact that early exposure is 
more likely to lead to addiction and long-term use indicates 
that interventions designed to prevent substance abuse 
should begin prior to adolescence. 

In recent years, scientists have conducted many studies 
of the impact of marijuana use on adolescent brain devel- 
opment (Hurd et al., 2019). It is now well-established that 
chronic use may be associated with brain abnormalities in 
many of the same areas that are also affected by drinking, 
including the hippocampus and prefrontal cortex, regions 
that play an important role in memory, advanced thinking 
abilities, and emotion regulation (Batalla et al., 2013; 
Camchong, Lim, & Kumura, 2017; Heitzeg et al., 2015; 
Lopez-Larson, Rogowska, & Yurgelun-Todd, 2015). Both 
early and heavy marijuana use are associated with worse 
outcomes than later or less frequent use, including cogni- 
tive deficits and diminished educational attainment 
(Castellanos-Ryan et al., 2017; Jacobus et al., 2015; Maggs 
et al., 2015; Sagar et al., 2015). There also is evidence 
that early marijuana use may lead to brain changes 
that increase the risk for depression, suicidal ideation, 


schizophrenia, and other psychotic disorders (Bourque, 
Afzali, & Conrod, 2018; Gobbi et al., 2019; Jones et al., 
2018; Renard et al., 2017). Fortunately, there is some evi- 
dence that the adverse effects of marijuana use can be 
reversed by sustained abstinence (Scott et al., 2018). 


Prevention and Treatment of Substance 
Use and Abuse 


Efforts to prevent substance use and abuse among teenag- 
ers focus on one of three factors: the supply of drugs, the 
environment in which teenagers may be exposed to drugs, 
and characteristics of the potential drug user. One huge 
problem is that two of the three most commonly used and 
abused drugs—cigarettes and alcohol—are both legal and 
widely available, and laws prohibiting the sale of these 
substances to minors are not well enforced (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 2006). Research does 
show, however, that raising the price of alcohol and ciga- 
rettes reduces adolescents' use of them (Bishai, Mercer, & 
Tapales, 2005; Lovato et al., 2013), that raising the mini- 
mum legal drinking age leads to a decline in binge drink- 
ing among teenagers (but not young adults) (Andersen 
et al., 2014; Grucza, Norberg, & Bierut, 2009), and that 
raising the minimum purchase age for tobacco products 
lowers rates of teen smoking (Institute of Medicine, 2015). 
Attempts to enforce laws governing the purchase of ciga- 
rettes are less effective than those governing alcohol, in 
part because many adolescents obtain cigarettes through 
means other than purchasing them from stores (for exam- 
ple, bumming them from older friends or stealing them 
from parents) (Porkorny, Jason, & Schoeny, 2006). 
Many different types of drug abuse prevention inter- 
ventions have been tried, either alone or in combination. 
In programs designed to change some characteristic of 
the adolescent, drug use is targeted indirectly either by 
attempting to enhance adolescents' psychological devel- 
opment in general or by helping adolescents develop 
other interests and participate in other activities that will 
make drug use less likely. One reason that substance use 
is more common among teenagers from lower socioeco- 
nomic backgrounds is that they have fewer opportunities 
to engage in pleasurable activities that don't involve drugs 
(Lee et al., 2018). The idea behind these sorts of efforts is 
that adolescents who have high self-esteem, for example, 
or who are gainfully employed will be less likely to use 
drugs. In other programs, the intervention is directly 
focused on preventing drug use. These programs include 
information-based efforts (in which adolescents are 
educated about the dangers of drugs), social skills train- 
ing (in which adolescents are taught how to turn down 
drugs), and some combination of informational and gen- 
eral psychological intervention (in which adolescents are 
educated about drug abuse and exposed to a program 
designed to enhance their self-esteem or social skills). 
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The results of research designed to evaluate these sorts 
of individual-focused approaches have not been encourag- 
ing. Careful evaluations of Project DARE-the most widely 
implemented drug education program in the United 
States—show that the program is largely ineffective (Ennett 
et al., 1994). Experts are now fairly confident that drug 
education alone, whether based on rational information or 
scare tactics, does not prevent drug use (Steinberg, 2015). 
This is reminiscent of research on sex education, which has 
shown that informational programs are simply not effec- 
tive on their own. As a rule, educational programs may 
change individuals’ knowledge, but they rarely affect their 
behavior. Research on the effectiveness of drug testing in 
schools has yielded inconsistent findings (James-Burdumy 
et al., 2012; Yamaguchi, Johnston, & O'Malley, 2003). 


Successful Approaches The most encouraging 
results have been found in programs that do not focus only 
on the individual adolescent but rather combine some 
sort of social competence training with a communitywide 
intervention aimed not only at adolescents but also at 
their peers, parents, and teachers (Anderson-Carpenter 
et al., 2016; Liddle et al., 2009; Oesterle et al., 2018). These 
multifaceted efforts have been shown to be effective in 
reducing adolescents' use of alcohol, cigarettes, and other 
drugs, especially if the programs begin when youngsters 
are preadolescents and continue well into high school 
(Bruvold, 1993; Ellickson, Bell, & McGuigan, 1993; Flynn 
et al., 1994; Perry et al., 1996). Overall, most experts agree 
that efforts designed simply to change the potential ado- 
lescent drug user without transforming the environment 
in which the adolescent lives are not likely to succeed. 
Despite their intuitive appeal, efforts to help adolescents 
“just say no” have been remarkably unsuccessful. 

One of the problems with all prevention programs is 
that they often do not distinguish between drug use and 
drug abuse. Trying to stop teenagers from ever using alco- 
hol, for instance, is both unlikely to succeed and probably 
not a very wise allocation of resources, whereas preventing 
binge drinking and drunk driving are far more important— 
and attainable—goals. 

Distinguishing between use and abuse is also important 
in treatment. Some experts worry that adolescents who are 
mistakenly enrolled in treatment programs (because their 
parents have overreacted to the adolescent's normative and 
probably harmless experimentation with drugs) may end up 
more alienated and more distressed—and more likely to 
become drug abusers—as a result of the "treatment." Evalu- 
ations of treatment programs for adolescents who are genu- 
ine drug abusers suggest that efforts that involve the 
adolescent's family, and not just the teenager, are more 
likely to be successful (Liddle et al., 2009). Unfortunately, 
many adolescents who would benefit from substance abuse 
treatment, especially those from ethnic minority groups, do 
not receive it, often because they can't afford it or have inad- 
equate health insurance (Cummings, Wen, & Druss, 2011). 
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conduct disorder 

A repetitive and persistent 
pattern of antisocial behavior 
that results in problems at 
school or work, or in 
relationships with others. 


oppositional-defiant 
disorder 

A disorder of childhood and 
adolescence characterized by 
excessive anger, spite, and 
stubbornness. 


antisocial personality 
disorder 

A disorder of adulthood 
characterized by antisocial 
behavior and persistent 
disregard for the rules of 
society and the rights of 
others. 


psychopaths 

Individuals who are not only 
antisocial but also manipulative, 
superficially charming, 
impulsive, and indifferent to 
the feelings of others. 


Table 13.3 | DSM-5 diagnostic criteria for conduct disorder 
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Externalizing 
Problems 


Experts distinguish among three 
main categories of externalizing 
problems in adolescence: con- 
duct disorder, aggression, and 
delinquency. Although these 
three classes of problems are 
highly interrelated, their defini- 
tions differ. 


Categories of 
Externalizing 
Problems 


Conduct Disorder The first 
category of externalizing prob- 
lems is conduct disorder, which 
is a clinical diagnosis that refers 
to a repetitive and persistent 
pattern of antisocial behavior in 
which the rights of others or 
age-appropriate societal norms 


are violated and, as a result of this behavior, the individual 
has problems in social relationships, school, or the work- 
place (see Table 13.3) (Farrington, 2009). (A related, but 
less serious, diagnosis is oppositional-defiant disorder, 
which refers to behavior that is spiteful, angry, and argu- 
mentative but not necessarily aggressive.) An estimated 
6% to 16% of adolescent males and 2% to 976 of adolescent 
females have conduct disorder (Farrington, 2009). Con- 
duct disorder is very stable between childhood and adoles- 
cence; about half of all individuals who are diagnosed with 
it as children are also diagnosed with it as teenagers, and 
many had oppositional-defiant disorder when they were 
younger. One reason for this is that the risk factors for 
these two disorders are pretty much the same (Boden, 
Fergusson, & Horwood, 2011). 

Individuals who have been diagnosed with conduct 
disorder and who persist in their antisocial behavior after 
age 18 may subsequently be diagnosed with antisocial 
personality disorder, which is characterized by a lack of 
regard for the moral or legal standards of the community 
and a marked inability to get along with others or abide 
by societal rules. Some individuals with antisocial per- 
sonality disorder are psychopaths—individuals who are 
not only antisocial in their behavior but manipulative, 
superficially charming, impulsive, and indifferent to the 


In conduct disorder, a repetitive and persistent pattern of behavior occurs in which the basic rights of others or major 
age-appropriate societal norms or rules are violated. This manifests as the presence of at least 3 of the following 
15 criteria in the past 12 months from any of the categories below, with at least 1 criterion present in the past 6 months: 


Aggression to people and animals: e Often bullies, threatens, or intimidates others 
e Often initiates physical fights 


Destruction of property: 


Deceitfulness or theft: 


e Has used a weapon that can cause serious physical harm to others (e.g., a bat, 
brick, broken bottle, knife, gun) 


e Has been physically cruel to people 


e Has been physically cruel to animals 


e Has stolen while confronting a victim (e.g., mugging, purse snatching, extortion, 


armed robbery) 


e Has forced someone into sexual activity 


* Has deliberately engaged in fire setting with the intention of causing serious 


damage 


* Has deliberately destroyed others' property (other than by fire setting) 


+ Has broken into someone else's house, building, or car 


e Often lies to obtain goods or favors or to avoid obligations (i.e., “cons” others) 


e Has stolen items of nontrivial value without confronting a victim (e.g., 
shoplifting, but without breaking and entering; forgery) 


Serious violations of rules: e Often stays out at night despite parental prohibitions, beginning before age 


13 years 


e Has run away from home overnight at least twice while living in the parental or 
parental surrogate home or once without returning for a lengthy period 


* |s often truant from school, beginning before age 13 years 


The disturbance in behavior causes clinically significant impairment in social, academic, or occupational functioning. 


(American Psychiatric Association, 2013) 


feelings of others, a cluster of characteristics referred to 
as callous-unemotional (CU) traits (Frick & White, 2008; 
Shirtcliff et al., 2009). Because the terms antisocial per- 
sonality disorder and psychopath imply a deep-seated per- 
sonality problem that is unlikely to change, experts advise 
against applying them to people younger than 18 because, 
as you will read, most individuals who engage in antiso- 
cial behavior as teenagers do not continue to do so after 
their mid-20s. 

Social scientists disagree about whether it is possible to 
identify “juvenile psychopaths” or “fledgling psychopaths"— 
individuals who, despite their youth, exhibit many of the 
same characteristics as adult psychopaths and are likely 
to grow into them. Some contend that it is possible to do 
so (Frick et al., 2005; Lynam et al., 2009), while others 
note that some of the distinguishing features of adult 
psychopaths that are considered pathological (impulsiv- 
ity, irresponsibility, instability in romantic relationships) 
may be transient characteristics that reflect immaturity, 
not pathology (Hawes et al., 2014; Vincent et al., 2003). 
Nevertheless, some adolescents have stronger psycho- 
pathic tendencies than others (Edens, Marcus, & Vaughn, 
2011; Thornton et al., 2015), and while not all teenagers 
who score high on measures of CU traits grow up to be 
adult psychopaths, they are more likely to commit 
crimes as adolescents and as adults (McMahon et al., 
2010; Moran et al., 2009). For this reason, when mak- 
ing a diagnosis of conduct disorder, practitioners distin- 
guish between conduct-disordered adolescents with CU 
traits and those without them (Kimonis, Graham, & 
Cauffman, 2018). 


Aggression A second category of externalizing prob- 
lems is aggression, which is behavior that is done to inten- 
tionally hurt someone. Aggression is a very broad term 
that includes physical fighting, relational aggression, and 
intimidation, and it can be either instrumental (planned) 
or reactive (unplanned). 

It is very difficult to estimate the prevalence of aggres- 
sion during adolescence because the category is so 
far-reaching. Virtually everyone has done something 
aggressive at one time or another, and about one-fourth 
of high school students report having been in a fight 
during the past year (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2020). Most psychologists are concerned 
with adolescents whose aggression is persistent and 
causes serious injury to others. Aggressive behavior actu- 
ally declines over the course of childhood and adoles- 
cence; in sheer quantity, the most aggressive period of 
development is the preschool years, when children fre- 
quently hit, kick, or bite each other, although aggression 
committed by adolescents is usually more serious than 
that committed by children (Bongers et al., 2004). Like 
conduct disorder, aggression is also very stable, although 
much more so in boys than girls (Broidy et al., 2003). 
One likely reason for this sex difference is that aggressive 
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little girls are more often forced 
to curtail their bad behavior 
than aggressive little boys are. 


callous-unemotional 
traits (CU) 


of psychopathic individuals, 
which includes a lack of 


Juvenile Offending The 
third main category of externaliz- 
ing problems is juvenile offending, 
which includes delinquency 
(crimes committed by minors 
that are dealt with in the juve- 
nile justice system), criminal 
behavior (crimes that are dealt 
with in the criminal justice sys- 
tem, regardless of the age of the 
offender), and status offenses, a 
special category of delinquent 
acts that are not against the law 
for adults but that nevertheless 
violate established codes of 
conduct for juveniles, such as 
truancy or running away from 
home (Woolard & Scott, 2009). 
Unlike conduct disorder or 
aggression, which are defined 
in terms of behavior, juvenile 
offending is defined legally. A 
large proportion of juvenile 
offenders have conduct disorder, and most are aggressive, 
but not all adolescents who have conduct disorder or who 
are aggressive are juvenile offenders because that depends 
entirely on whether they have broken the law. 

Both violent crimes (such as assault, rape, robbery, and 
murder) and property crimes (such as burglary, theft, and 
arson) increase in frequency between the preadolescent 
and adolescent years, peak during the late high school 


empathy and indifference 


aggression 
Acts done 
harmful. 


o be intentionally 


juvenile offending 


includes delinquency and 
criminal behavior. 


delinquency 
Juvenile offending that is 


justice system. 


criminal behavior 

Crimes that are dealt with in 
the criminal justice system, 
regardless of the age of the 
offender. 


status offenses 
Violations of the law that 
pertain to minors but not 
adults. 


Arrests for both violent and nonviolent crime peak in late 
adolescence. Carline Jean/ AP Images 


toward the feelings of others. 


An externalizing problem that 


processed within the juvenile 
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A cluster of traits characteristic 
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age-crime curve 

The relationship between 
chronological age and 
offending, showing that the 
prevalence of offending peaks 
in late adolescence. 


authority conflicts 

A type of antisocial behavior 
characterized by stubbornness 
and rebelliousness. 


covert antisocial behavior 

A type of antisocial behavior 
characterized by misdeeds that 
are not always detected by 
others, such as lying or stealing. 


overt antisocial behavior 

A type of antisocial behavior 
characterized by aggression 
toward others. 
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Figure 13.6 Although the overall violent crime rate has fallen since it peaked in the early 1990s, the age-crime 


curve has barely changed. (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2020) 


years, and decline during young 
adulthood (Sweeten, Piquero, 
& Steinberg, 2013), a pattern 
seen for externalizing problems 
more generally (Petersen et al., 
2015). The so-called age-crime 
curve has been remarkably sta- 
ble over time and is generally 
seen around the world (Piquero, 
Farrington, & Blumstein 2003) 
(see Figure 13.6). In the United 
States, individuals under 18 
account for 1076 of all violent 
crimes, 11% of all property 
crimes, and 5% of all drug crimes 
(Federal Bureau of Investigation, 
2020). The onset of serious 
delinquency generally begins 
between the ages of 13 and 16 
(Farrington, 2009). 


making the scientific 
connection 


The age-crime curve is found all over the world. How do 
you account for this in light of the fact that the contexts in 
which adolescents develop vary so much? 


Developmental Progression 
of Antisocial Behavior 


Antisocial behavior can take different forms: authority 
conflicts (such as truancy or running away from home), 
covert antisocial behavior (such as stealing), and overt 
antisocial behavior (such as attacking someone with a 


weapon). Within these broad categories, there are some 
fairly predictable progressions (Loeber & Burke, 2011). 
Authority conflicts usually first appear as stubborn 
behavior, which escalates into defiance and disobedience, 
and then progresses to more serious signs of problems 
with authority, such as truancy and running away from 
home. Covert antisocial behavior typically begins with 
such acts as lying and shoplifting; progresses to property 
damage, such as vandalism; and then to more serious 
property crimes, such as burglary. Overt antisocial behav- 
ior generally first presents itself as fighting or bullying, 
which escalates to such things as gang fighting and, ulti- 
mately, to violent criminal activity. 

This is not to say that all bullies grow up to be violent 
criminals or that all stubborn preschoolers run away from 
home as teenagers. But the reverse is almost always true. 
Virtually all violent juveniles have a history of escalating 
aggressive behavior, most adolescents who commit seri- 
ous property crimes started with less serious forms of 
overt behavior, and most chronically rebellious teenagers 
were oppositional children. 

Some juveniles commit all three types of acts. Gener- 
ally, the more serious an adolescent's behavior is in one 
category, the more likely he or she is to have displayed the 
others. That is, most adolescents who commit violent 
crimes have also engaged in covert and authority-related 
antisocial behavior, but not all adolescents who have con- 
flicts with authority or who engage in covert antisocial 
behavior are necessarily aggressive (Van Lier et al., 2009). 
The authority conflict pathway almost always starts in 
childhood (contrary to the stereotype, few people sud- 
denly develop serious authority problems for the first 
time as teenagers). The covert and overt pathways, in con- 
trast, can begin either in childhood or in adolescence. As 
you will read, individuals whose antisocial behavior 
begins in childhood are very different from those whose 
antisocial behavior doesn't start until adolescence. 
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Figure 13.7 Rates of juvenile crime in the United States are lower than they have been at any time in the past 


30 years. (Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2020) 


Changes in Juvenile Offending 
over Time 


When social scientists track changes in adolescents' antiso- 
cial behavior over time, they generally look at juvenile 
offending because statistics are kept on the numbers of 
juveniles arrested each year and the crimes with which they 
have been charged. Between 1965 and 1988, and especially 
after 1984, arrests increased substantially among young 
people. After 1996, crime among young people declined 
dramatically. As of 2016, crime among adolescents was at 
its lowest level since the 1970s (Office of Juvenile Justice 
and Delinquency Prevention, 2020) (see Figure 13.7). This 
is true for both violent and nonviolent crime; rates of fight- 
ing and violence that are not recorded as crimes have fallen 
as well (Salas-Wright et al., 2017). 


Bad Girls Much attention has been devoted to what 
appears to be a substantial reduction in the gender gap in 
serious offenses over the past several decades (Sela- 
Shayovitz, 2016). Although antisocial behavior is still far 
more common among males than females, the male-to- 
female ratio in juvenile arrests for violent crime today is 
about 3.5 to 1—less than half of what it was in 1980 
(National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2020). 

It is not clear whether this change is mainly due to 
changes in actual offending or to changes in arrest 


practices. Changes in arrest rates can occur without there 
being any changes in actual offending (if, for example, the 
police crack down on crime, more people will be arrested, 
even if more people are not offending), and studies that 
rely on official statistics often reach conclusions different 
from those that rely on police or court records (Farrington, 
Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2003). In fact, an analysis 
of data on actual offending found that there has not been 
an increase in violent acts committed by adolescent girls; 
rather, girls are simply being arrested more frequently for 
the same things they did in the past but were not arrested 
for (Steffensmeier et al., 2005). Analyses of underage 
drinking among girls have reached a similar conclusion: 
Although the proportion of girls who drink illegally has 
not increased in recent years, there has been a dispropor- 
tionate increase in girls who are arrested for underage 
drinking (Zhong & Schwartz, 2010). 

The ratio of males to females who have been arrested 
has changed not so much because of an increase in 
female offending but because the drop in juvenile offend- 
ing since 1993 was much steeper for males than females 
(see Figure 13.8). If female offending remained relatively 
flat but male offending dropped by more than 50%, the 
ratio of male-to-female offending would be cut in half. 
Regardless of the size or causes of the gender gap in 
arrests, violent females have significantly more mental 
health problems than do violent males, consistent with 
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Figure 13.8 The gender gap in arrests for violent offending has closed over time, mainly because male arrests have 
dropped considerably while female arrests have not changed much. (National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2020) 


the notion that gender-inappropriate displays of aggres- 
sion may be indicative of greater maladjustment (Beaudry 
et al., 2021). Girls' antisocial behavior may be especially 
influenced by the boys who are their friends and 
boyfriends (Cauffman, Farruggia, & Goldweber, 2008; 
Lonardo et al., 2009). 


Adolescents as Crime Victims Violent crime among 
young people is a significant and understandable source 
of worry to adults. But crime is also a major source of 
worry to adolescents themselves, who are the age group 
most likely to be victims of crimes such as theft, robbery, 
rape, and assault. Adolescents are twice as likely as adults 
to be the victim of a violent crime (Hullenaar & Ruback, 
2020). In addition, worldwide nearly one-third of 11- to 
16-year-olds say that they have been bullied or maltreated; 
few of these incidents are reported to legal authorities 
and are therefore not captured in crime statistics (Elgar 
et al., 2015; Fisher et al., 2015). Adolescent victims of 
violent crimes are more likely to report a wide range of 
problems than are other adolescents, including posttrau- 
matic stress disorder, depressed mood, sleep deprivation, 
and academic difficulties, and they are more likely them- 
selves to engage in aggression and antisocial behavior 
(Wylie & Rufino, 2018; Yu et al., 2018). 

Adolescents living in single-parent homes in the inner 
city are disproportionately likely to be the victims of vio- 
lent crime; although Black and Latinx adolescents are 
more likely to be victimized than White adolescents, this 
is due to the higher proportion of nonwhite adolescents 
living in single-parent homes in poor neighborhoods 
(Wright & Younts, 2009). For many adolescents growing 


up in the inner city, gang violence and victimization are 
chronic problems. Among American 15- to 19-year-olds, 
homicide accounts for 43% of all deaths among Blacks 
and 17% of all deaths among Latinx youth but about 8% 
of deaths among Native Americans, 5% among Asian 
Americans, and 4% among Whites (National Center for 
Health Statistics, 2015). 

Violence and aggression among youth are strongly 
linked to poverty for a number of reasons (Stoddard 
et al., 2013; Stoddard, Zimmerman, & Bauermeister, 
2012). First, as you've read, when families live in impov- 
erished neighborhoods, parents are less effective in nur- 
turing and monitoring their children, and this diminished 
effectiveness leads to increased aggression and crime. 
Second, concentrated poverty upsets the social fabric of 
a neighborhood, making it more difficult for adults and 
social institutions to provide the guidance and supervi- 
sion that adolescents need. Third, in many inner-city 
communities devastated by unemployment, aggression 
is used by males to demonstrate their standing and 
power-—characteristics that are typically demonstrated 
in middle-class communities through occupational suc- 
cess (Wilson & Daly, 1985). 

Finally, the widespread prevalence of guns in inner-city 
neighborhoods changes the sorts of interactions that take 
place when adolescents fight, transforming what might 
have been aggressive disputes into lethal exchanges (Cook 
& Ludwig, 2004). The significance of neighborhood influ- 
ences on violence has been confirmed in experiments in 
which poor families with adolescents were randomly 
selected to be relocated into better neighborhoods: After 
their relocation, rates of violent behavior among the 
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Table 13.4 Some major descriptive differences between street shootings and school shootings 


Street Shootings 


Less rare 
Concentrated in inner cities 
Nonwhite offenders overrepresented 


Guns usually obtained from illegal gun market 
Preferred weapon is a handgun. 


Many committed by recidivist violent offenders 


Offender commonly has a history of discipline problems. 


Co-offending typical 
Prior criminal victimization common 
Suicide combined with homicide uncommon 


Victims are mostly of same sex and race 
(often Black males) 


Victimization of family members highly unusual 


Mostly from low-income families 
Offender substance use common 


Uncommon for offender to receive treatment for 
mental illness 


Generally, offender is below average in academic 
achievement. 


Generally, offender personally knows someone who has 
killed or been killed. 


Offenders avoid media attention for shootings because 
they don’t want to be caught and prosecuted. 


(Bushman et al., 2016) 


juveniles dropped significantly (Kling, Ludwig, & Katz, 
2005), although some studies have found that these inter- 
ventions are not universally successful (Nguyen et al., 2016). 


School Shootings Several horrific school shootings, 
in which a young person murdered multiple students, 
have prompted recent debates about the nature, preven- 
tion, and causes of these events. Several conclusions 
have emerged from analyses of these incidents (Bushman 
et al., 2016) (see Table 13.4). First, school shootings are 
far more rare than shootings that take place on the 
street; the former are more likely to occur in rural or 
suburban communities, whereas the latter are more 
likely to take place in the inner city. Second, whereas 
perpetrators of street shootings typically use an illegally 
obtained handgun, school shooters typically use legally 
purchased, multiple weapons (often, semiautomatic 
assault rifles) that they obtained from family members. 


School Shootings 


Extremely rare 
Concentrated in rural towns and suburbs 
Mostly White offenders 


Guns often obtained from family members who purchased 
them legally 


Often multiple guns used, including semiautomatic rifles 
with high-capacity magazines 
Uncommonly committed by recidivist violent offenders 


Offender does not commonly have a history of discipline 
problems. 


Solo offending typical 
Prior criminal victimization uncommon 
Suicide and homicide very common 


Victims are usually mixed-sex (male and female) but of 
the same race 


Victimization of family members can occur prior to the 
school shooting. 


Mostly from middle-class families 
Offender substance use uncommon 


Uncommon for offender to receive treatment for mental 
illness, but some symptoms of mental illness may be 
present 


Generally, offender is average or above in intellectual 
functioning and academic achievement. 


Generally, offender does not personally know anyone 
who has killed. 


Offenders seek media attention for shootings. 


Third, substance use is often associated with street 
shootings but rarely with school shootings; the reverse is 
true with respect to mental health problems, however. 
Fourth, whereas street shooters usually have extensive his- 
tories of violent offending, discipline problems, and expo- 
sure to violence (either as victims or witnesses), school 
shooters do not. 

With regard to the prevention of these occurrences, 
most experts agree that it is far easier to prevent street 
violence than school shootings, oddly enough, because 
street shootings are so much more common. Massive 
amounts of information make the prediction of frequent 
events much easier than extremely rare ones, especially 
since the advent of data mining. As a result, many cities 
have implemented data-based statistical models that can 
map “hot spots” and identify individuals who are more 
likely than others to commit these sorts of crimes 
(because, as noted earlier, many are repeat offenders). 
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In contrast, because school shootings are so rare 
(despite the tremendous publicity they receive), it is 
impossible to predict which individuals will commit 
them or where they will occur. In the United States, 
around 1,500 school-aged individuals are murdered each 
year—but only 1% of these homicides take place in or 
around schools, and only a small portion of these are 
multiple-victim shootings (National Center for Educa- 
tion Statistics, 2020). While it is often pointed out that 
school shooters are more likely to suffer from mental 
health problems, the proportion of individuals with men- 
tal illness who commit violent crimes is very small. Any 
attempt to identify which teenagers with a mental illness 
will commit a school shooting will result in a massive 
number of “false positives” (things that are identified as 
having happened when they actually did not). Instead, 
limiting young people’s access to firearms (and to assault 
weapons in particular) and encouraging students and 
others in the community to alert school personnel or law 
authorities when they have heard rumblings that “some- 
thing bad is going to happen” would likely be far more 
effective. 


Official Statistics Versus Adolescents’ Reports 
Official figures about adolescent crime both underreport 
and selectively report rates of juvenile offending 
(Farrington, Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2003). Under- 
reporting results from the fact that many adolescents 
commit offenses that are undetected by authorities or 
that are handled outside official reporting procedures, as 
when an adolescent who is caught shoplifting is repri- 
manded by the storekeeper instead of being referred to 
the police. Selective reporting results from the fact that 
poor and minority youngsters are more likely to be 
arrested and, if convicted, to be treated more harshly than 
other youngsters who commit similar offenses, so that 
official statistics may artificially inflate the proportion of 
crimes committed by poor, minority youth (Chauhan 
et al., 2010; Kakade et al., 2012; Rodriguez, 2010). 

People hold such strong negative stereotypes about 
Black males that when provided with information about 
a crime committed by a male teenager and asked to eval- 
uate the perpetrator, individuals who were uncon- 
sciously led to believe that the offender was Black were 
significantly more likely than those who were not to rate 
him as likely to reoffend in the future and as deserving 
of harsh punishment, an effect that was consistent 
regardless of the race of the rater (Graham & Lowery, 
2004). Racial bias is especially strong in the processing 
of relatively more minor crimes, such as drug posses- 
sion. When a very serious crime such as armed robbery 
is committed, juveniles of different ethnic backgrounds 
are likely to receive similar treatment because in many 
states, sentences for serious violent crimes are man- 
dated by state law, and not up to the discretion of the 
judge (Cauffman et al., 2007). 


An alternative to relying on official records is to go to 
adolescents directly and ask them about their involve- 
ment in various criminal or status offenses. Several 
researchers have done this, promising the respondents 
anonymity and confidentiality. The results of these sur- 
veys do not necessarily provide a more accurate picture of 
juvenile crime, but they certainly paint a different one. 
Two conclusions are especially interesting. 

First, a very large proportion of adolescents—between 
60% and 80%, depending on the survey sample—report hav- 
ing engaged in delinquent behavior at one time or another; 
nearly one-third of American 17-year-old boys have com- 
mitted a violent crime in the past year, and nearly half of all 
males report being responsible for an assault sometime 
during adolescence (Farrington, 2009). Second, ethnic 
differences in the prevalence of self-reported offending 
are smaller than those derived from official records 
(Farrington, Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2003). More 
minority than White youth admit to having committed a 
serious crime, but ethnic differences in self-reported 
offending are far smaller than ethnic differences arrest 
rates. There also are social class and neighborhood differ- 
ences in rates of serious criminal activity, and because 
minority youth are overrepresented among the poor, they 
are also overrepresented among those who commit crimes 
(McNulty & Bellair, 2003). Delinquency is by no means 
limited to poor adolescents, however. Many adolescents in 
affluent neighborhoods report involvement in violent and 
serious delinquency (Singer, 2017). 

Although studies indicate that most adolescents— 
regardless of their social backgrounds—do something that 
violates the law at one time or another, the vast majority 
of teenagers who violate the law do so only once and not 
violently. In fact, a relatively small number of adoles- 
cents—between 5% and 10%, depending on the study— 
account for most serious criminal activity (Piquero et al., 
2003). It is important, therefore, in thinking about the 
causes of delinquent behavior, to distinguish between 
delinquent behavior that is serious and chronic and delin- 
quent behavior that is less worrisome. As you will see, 
these two sets of delinquent behavior have very different 
antecedents (Moffitt, 2006). 


Causes of Antisocial Behavior 


The earlier an adolescent’s “criminal career” begins—in 
particular, if it begins before adolescence—the more likely 
he or she is to become a chronic offender, to commit 
serious and violent crimes, and to continue committing 
crimes as an adult (Farrington, 2009). Conversely, the 
older an adolescent is when the delinquent activity first 
appears, the less worrisome his or her behavior is likely to 
become. For purposes of discussion, therefore, it is help- 
ful to distinguish between youngsters who begin misbe- 
having before adolescence and those whose delinquent 
activity first appears during adolescence. 


Two Types of Offenders One of the most influential 
ways of characterizing these two groups of delinquents 
distinguishes between life-course-persistent offenders and 
adolescence-limited offenders (Moffitt, 2006). The first 
group demonstrates antisocial behavior before adoles- 
cence, is involved in delinquency during adolescence, and 
is at great risk for continuing criminal activity in adult- 
hood. The second group engages in antisocial behavior 
only during adolescence; some adolescence-limited 
offenders become involved in crime relatively early in 
adolescence, whereas others begin during mid-adoles- 
cence (Fergusson & Horwood, 2002). 

Some researchers have suggested that there are other 
groups of offenders as well (for example, individuals 
who do not start offending until adolescence but who 
continue on into adulthood and those who display anti- 
social behavior as children but desist before adulthood) 
(Evans, Simons, & Simons, 2016; Piquero, Farrington, 
& Blumstein, 2003; Veenstra et al., 2009), and others 
have pointed out that virtually everybody desists from 
crime by midlife, so that there really is no such thing as 
“life-course-persistent” offending (Sampson & Laub, 
2003). Nevertheless, experts agree that the causes and 
consequences of delinquent behavior that begins during 
childhood or preadolescence are quite different from 
those of delinquency that begins—and typically ends— 
during adolescence or young adulthood (e.g., Dandreaux 
& Frick, 2009; Moffitt, 2006). Although many more 
males than females are life-course-persistent offenders, 
the risk factors for early-onset antisocial behavior are 
similar for the sexes (Fergusson & Horwood, 2002; 
Storvoll & Wichstrom, 2002). 

In other words, it's necessary to have information on 
the juvenile's behavior and history before adolescence in 
order to predict whether her or his offending is likely to 
be adolescence-limited or life-course-persistent because 
the best predictor of continued offending in adulthood 
isn't whether someone is antisocial in adolescence. It's 
the presence of serious antisocial behavior in childhood. 
Social scientists who have attempted to assess juvenile 
offenders' risk for future reoffending based solely on their 
adolescent characteristics have a remarkably poor track 
record (Mulvey et al., 2004). 


Life-Course-Persistent Offenders Youngsters whose 
problems with the law begin before adolescence are 
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It is important to distinguish between adolescents whose “criminal 
careers" begin early and those who do not engage in delinquency 
until they are teenagers. Early-onset offending is a risk factor 
for chronic criminality. Robert Nickelsberg/Getty Images 


often psychologically troubled. Most of these delinquents 
are male, many are poor, and a disproportionate number 
come from homes in which divorce has occurred 
(Farrington, 2009). More important, chronic delinquents 
typically come from disorganized families with hostile, 
inept, or neglectful parents who have mistreated their 
children and failed to instill in them proper standards of 
behavior or the psychological foundations of self-control 
(Milojevich, Norwalk, & Sheri- 
dan, 2019; Thomas et al., 2018). 

As Figure 13.9 illustrates, 
serious adolescent violence is 
typically the result of a cascade 
that begins early in life (Dodge 
et al, 2008). Early economic 
disadvantage in the home leads 
to harsh and inconsistent par- 
enting, which leads to cognitive 
and social deficits. These defi- 
cits, in turn, lead to conduct 
problems, which contribute to 
peer rejection and academic 
failure in elementary school 


life-course-persistent 
offenders 

Individuals who begin 
demonstrating antisocial or 
aggressive behavior during 


adolescence and into 


adulthood. 


adolescence-limited 
offenders 


begins and ends during 


adolescence. 


Figure 13.9 Adolescent violence is often the long-term consequence of a process that begins early in life. 


(Dodge et al., 2008) 


childhood and continue their 


Antisocial adolescents whose 
delinquent or violent behavior 
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and, over time, a reduction in parental supervision and 
monitoring (Ettekal & Ladd, 2015). Once poorly moni- 
tored, adolescents tend to drift into antisocial peer 
groups, which heightens their involvement in violence. 

The idea that family factors may underlie chronic 
delinquency—because of genetic factors, environmental 
influences, or both—is supported by observations that 
preadolescent delinquency tends to run in families. Many 
adolescents who have been in trouble with the law from 
an early age have siblings and parents who have had sim- 
ilar problems (Farrington, 2009; Tzoumakis, Lussier, & 
Corrado, 2012). Although studies have identified genetic 
influences on all types of antisocial behavior (Newsome 
& Sullivan, 2014), aggression is especially heritable 
(Deater-Deckard & Plomin, 1999; Eley, Lichtenstein, & 
Stevenson, 1999). 

In addition to family factors, certain characteristics 
distinguish persistently delinquent youngsters from 
their peers at a relatively early age. First and most 
important, children who become delinquent—especially 
those who engage in violence—have histories of aggres- 
sive and antisocial behavior that are identifiable early in 
childhood (Okado & Bierman, 2015; Staff et al., 2015). 
Although this has been confirmed in hundreds of stud- 
ies, it is important to keep in mind that the majority of 
children who have histories of aggressive behavior prob- 
lems do not grow up to be delinquent. (If this seems 
confusing, think about it this way: The majority of delin- 
quents probably have eaten in fast-food restaurants at 
some point in their childhood, but the majority of chil- 
dren who eat in fast-food restaurants don’t grow up to 
be delinquent.) 

Second, studies show that many children who become 
persistent offenders have problems in self-regulation 
(Fine et al., 2017; Mann et al., 2018; Modecki, Zimmer- 
Gembeck, & Guerra, 2017). They are more impulsive, 
less able to control their anger, and more likely than their 
peers to suffer from attention deficit/hyperactivity disor- 
der (ADHD) (Ahmad & Hinshaw, 2017; Mohr-Jensen 
et al., 2019). ADHD is primarily biological in origin, 
strongly influenced by genes, and characterized by impul- 
sivity, inattentiveness, restlessness, and inappropriately 
high levels of activity, especially in learning situations 
(Greven, Rijsdijk, & Plomin, 2011). Although ADHD 
does not directly cause antisocial behavior, it does elevate 
the risk for other family and academic problems, which, 
in turn, increase the likelihood of an adolescent develop- 
ing externalizing problems (Sibley et al., 2014; von Polier, 
Vloet, & Herpetz-Dahlmann, 2012). 

Current thinking is that chronically conduct-disordered 
adolescents are born with strong biological predispositions 
toward antisocial behavior, some of which are genetic in 
origin, including low levels of serotonin (which diminish 
their ability to delay gratification), an emotional system 
that is easily aroused and difficult to regulate, and a temper- 
ament that makes them hard to control and increases their 


likelihood of rejection by peers (Buil et al., 2017; Piehler 
et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2017). One brain imaging study 
found that the connections between brain regions that are 
important for impulse control are less well developed 
among juvenile offenders (Shannon et al., 2011). Poor 
self-regulation is an especially potent risk factor for contin- 
ued problem behavior (Chen & Vazsonyi, 2011; Gardner, 
Dishion, & Connell, 2008; Monahan et al., 2009). 

Many researchers have examined the biological 
underpinnings of chronic antisocial behavior. There is 
considerable evidence that antisocial adolescents, espe- 
cially those who are callous and unemotional (CU), 
have a significantly lower resting heart rate than other 
youth, which may indicate a biologically inherited ten- 
dency toward this trait (Latvala et al., 2015; Saunders 
et al., 2019). In addition, CU adolescents show a blunted 
biological response to emotional and painful stimuli, as 
evidenced both in neuroimaging studies (Blair, Leibenluft, 
& Pine, 2014) and in studies of reactivity to aversive 
stimuli (Haltigan et al., 2011; Rydell & Brocki, 2019). 
Because individuals high in CU traits don't experience 
distress as easily or often as others, they are less likely to 
empathize with others or behave prosocially (Shirtcliff 
et al., 2009). Some antisocial adolescents, especially 
those who have CU traits, show abnormal brain devel- 
opment in regions that govern how we process emotion- 
ally arousing stimuli (Herpers et al., 2014; Hyde, Shaw, 
& Hariri, 2013; Pincham, Bryce, & Pasco Fearon, 2015; 
Weissman et al., 2018). 

All CU adolescents do not become delinquents, how- 
ever; it also takes a willingness to engage in antisocial 
activity, sometimes referred to as *moral disengagement" 
(Cardinale et al., 2018; Hyde, Shaw, & Moilanen, 2010; 
Shulman et al., 2011). The identification of the biological 
underpinnings of problematic functioning does not nec- 
essarily mean that they are inborn or hard-wired. Child 
maltreatment, for example, has been shown to affect chil- 
dren's stress reactivity, which may be one reason that 
abused and neglected children are at greater risk for 
developing subsequent behavior problems (Trickett et al., 
2011). There is also research showing that engaging in 
antisocial behavior can lead adolescents to become more 
morally disengaged (Sijtsema et al., 2019). 

Third, and probably as a result of these biological incli- 
nations, children who become chronically delinquent are 
more likely than their peers to score low on standardized 
tests of intelligence and neuropsychological functioning 
and to perform poorly in school (Cauffman, Steinberg, & 
Piquero, 2005; Raine et al., 2005). Some of this is due to 
genetic factors, but some is also due to conditions sur- 
rounding their birth and prenatal care. A disproportion- 
ate number of persistently violent adolescents were born 
to mothers who abused drugs during pregnancy and had 
medical complications during delivery that likely affected 
their baby's neuropsychological and intellectual develop- 
ment (Liu et al., 2009). 


Especially aggressive youngsters also are likely to suf- 
fer from a tendency toward what has been called a hostile 
attributional bias (Dodge & Pettit, 2003; Fontaine et al., 
2008). Individuals with this predisposition are likely to 
interpret ambiguous interactions with other children as 
deliberately hostile and to react aggressively. What might 
be viewed by the average adolescent as an innocent and 
accidental bump on the cafeteria line may be interpreted 
as an intentional shove by someone with a biased view- 
point, and it may lead to a fight. 

Adolescents with a hostile attributional bias are more 
likely to believe that people’s personalities are unlikely to 
change (Yeager et al., 2013). In addition, some adoles- 
cents have more positive views about using aggression to 
solve problems, and this inclination, in combination with 
a hostile attributional bias, leads to aggressive behavior 
that is almost automatic (Griffith Fontaine, Salzer Burks, 
& Dodge, 2002). This research has led to the develop- 
ment of interventions designed to change the way aggres- 
sive adolescents think about their interactions with 
others. Evaluations of Fast Track, a program designed to 
prevent disruptive behavior by improving individuals’ 
social skills, found that reducing individuals’ hostile attri- 
butional biases, as well as the extent to which they value 
aggression as a response to problems, led to a modest 
reduction in antisocial behavior (Dodge, Godwin, & Con- 
duct Problems Prevention Research Group, 2013). 

Because aggressiveness, impulsivity, hyperactivity, and 
intelligence are relatively stable, there is a great deal of 
continuity in problem behaviors over time (Wang et al., 
2016). Studies that have followed individuals from child- 
hood through adolescence and into adulthood find very 
high correlations between behavior problems at one point 
in time and antisocial behavior later in life (Farrington, 
2009; Lussier, Farrington, & Moffitt, 2009). This does 
not mean that all individuals who show antisocial behav- 
ior early invariably show it later; in fact, the majority do 
not. Nevertheless, many chronically antisocial adoles- 
cents grow up to be adults who persist in their antisocial 
behavior and who are at increased risk for other problems 
as well, such as substance abuse and depression (Wiesner 
& Windle, 2006). 


Adolescence-Limited Offenders In contrast to 
youngsters who begin their delinquent activity prior to 
adolescence (and who often continue their antisocial 
behavior into adulthood), those who begin during adoles- 
cence do not ordinarily show signs of serious psychologi- 
cal abnormality or severe family pathology (Moffitt, 
2006; Van Lier, Wanner, & Vitaro, 2007). However, some 
individuals are genetically inclined to experience a great- 
er-than-average increase in sensation-seeking during early 
adolescence, which contributes to increased delinquency 
as well (Harden, Quinn, & Tucker-Drob, 2012). Typically, 
the offenses committed by these youngsters do not 
develop into serious criminality, and these individuals 
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Some aggressive adolescents are prone to having a “hostile 
attributional bias"—they are more likely to interpret ambiguous 
interactions with others as intentionally hostile. Ken Karp/ 
McGraw Hill 


do not commit serious violations of the law after adoles- 
cence, although they may be more likely to have 
subsequent problems with drugs and alcohol (Nagin, 
Farrington, & Moffitt, 1995). 

In general, individuals who are involved in adolescence- 
limited antisocial activities have learned the norms and 
standards of society and are far better socialized than 
life-course-persistent antisocial individuals. Nor do ado- 
lescence-limited offenders show the sorts of temperamen- 
tal difficulties and neuropsychological problems seen 
among life-course-persistent offenders (Moffitt et al., 
2002). In contrast to the greatly disproportionate number 
of males who make up the life-course-persistent popula- 
tion (10 times more of these offenders are males than 
females), the ratio of males to females whose delinquency 
begins in adolescence is much smaller (about 1.5 to 1) 
(Moffitt & Caspi, 2001). 

Although adolescence-limited offenders do not show 
the same degree of pathology as life-course-persistent 
offenders, they nevertheless have more problems during 
adolescence and early adulthood than youth who are not 
at all delinquent (Roisman et al., 2010; Sentse et al., 
2017); although studies have found that many antisocial 
adolescents are nevertheless popular with their peers, 
there is no evidence that abstaining from antisocial behav- 
ior leads to peer rejection (Rulison, Kreager, & Osgood, 
2014). One long-term follow-up of individuals who had 
earlier been classified as life-course-persistent offenders, 
adolescence-limited offenders, or neither found that the 
adolescence-limited offenders 
had more mental health, sub- 
stance abuse, and financial 
problems as young adults than 
individuals who had not been 


hostile attributional bias 
The tendency to interpret 
ambiguous interactions with 
others as deliberately hostile. 
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have a proven scientific basis. 


multisystemic family 
therapy 

An intervention designed to 
reduce antisocial behavior 
that has been proven to 

be effective. 
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delinquent as teenagers (Moffitt 
et al., 2002). It is incorrect, 
therefore, to assume that just 
because an adolescent’s antiso- 
cial behavior is limited to ado- 
lescence that he or she is not 
troubled. Their serious offend- 
ing may be limited to adoles- 
cence, but other problems may 
persist into early adulthood. 

The main risk factors for adolescence-limited offend- 
ing are well established: poor parenting (especially poor 
monitoring) and affiliation with antisocial peers (Mercer 
et al., 2016; Ray et al., 2017; Wiesner, Capaldi, & Kim, 
2012). The first of these (poor parenting) usually leads to 
the second (hanging around with antisocial peers) (Allen 
et al., 2019), often through the impact of poor parenting 
on school problems. Adolescents who have problems in 
school start spending time with antisocial peers, which 
leads to violence and other types of antisocial behavior 
(Dishion, Véronneau, & Myers, 2010). Influences on ado- 
lescence-limited offending are virtually identical for males 
and females and among adolescents from different ethnic 
groups and parts of the world (Fite, Wynn, & Pardini, 
2009; Maldonado-Molina et al., 2009; Miller, Malone, & 
Dodge, 2010; Parks et al., 2020). 

One of the strongest predictors of delinquency and 
other forms of problem behavior is the extent to which 
the adolescent spends unsupervised time in unstructured 
activities with peers—activities such as hanging out, driv- 
ing around, and going to parties (Osgood et al., 1996). 
Most delinquent activity occurs in situations in which 
adolescents are pressured by their friends to go along 
with the group (Zimring, 1998). It is not coincidental 
that the peak years of susceptibility to peer pressure over- 
lap with the peak years for this sort of delinquency. 
Indeed, adolescence-limited offending is largely done in 
an effort to impress other teenagers with one’s bravado 
and independence from adult authority; nondelinquent 
youth often mimic antisocial peers to increase their status 
and popularity (Moffitt, 2006; Rebellon, 2006). 


Prevention and Treatment of 
Externalizing Problems 


Given the important differences between the causes of 
life-course-persistent and adolescence-limited antisocial 
behavior, it makes sense that these two groups of adoles- 
cents would be best served by different sorts of preventive 
and after-the-fact interventions. In order to lower the rate 
of chronic antisocial behavior, experts argue that we need 
mainly to prevent disruption in early family relationships 
and head off early academic problems through a combina- 
tion of family support and preschool intervention (Loeber 
& Farrington, 2000; Tolan & Gorman-Smith, 2002). 


There is also some evidence that interventions designed 
to improve the transition into school and work roles in 
young adulthood may prove helpful (Roisman, Aguilar, & 
Egeland, 2004; Stouthamer-Loeber, Wei, & Loeber, 2004). 
These sorts of preventive strategies are easier proposed 
than done, however. Society is hesitant to intervene to 
prevent family problems, and we typically wait until we see 
a sign of trouble in a family before acting. 

Unfortunately, research shows that the outlook for 
delinquents who have begun criminal careers early is not 
very good, although evaluations of a variety of interven- 
tions that follow evidence-based practices (programs that 
have a proven track record) have been encouraging 
(Lipsey, 2009). This is the case for approaches that employ 
individual psychotherapy, family-based interventions, and 
diversion programs designed to remove delinquents from 
the juvenile justice system and provide them with alterna- 
tive opportunities for productive behavior. One analysis 
found that every dollar spent on multisystemic family 
therapy, a proven intervention for antisocial youth (Weiss 
et al., 2013), saved taxpayers five times that amount 
(Dopp et al., 2014). In contrast, interventions that group 
antisocial youth together tend to be less effective because 
they may inadvertently foster friendships among delin- 
quent peers, and more antisocial adolescents may teach 
less antisocial ones some of the “tricks of the trade” 
(Mager et al., 2005). 

The prognosis for delinquents whose antisocial behav- 
ior is adolescence-limited is considerably better. Many 
juvenile offenders “age out” of crime; as they settle into 
adult roles, a criminal lifestyle becomes more difficult 
and less attractive (Massoglia & Uggen, 2010). Others go 
through a period of self-discovery, during which they 
decide that they want to change their lifestyle and become 
successful members of the community (Amemiya, Kieta, 
& Monahan, 2017). Because they have internalized a 
basic foundation of norms and moral standards, it is eas- 
ier to help these youngsters control their own behavior 
and stop misbehaving. 

Four types of strategies have been proposed. First, we 
can teach delinquent adolescents how to learn to resist 
peer pressure and to settle conflicts without resorting to 
aggression (Conduct Problems Prevention Research 
Group, 1999). Second, we can train parents to monitor 
their children more effectively, thereby minimizing oppor- 
tunities adolescents have to engage in peer-oriented mis- 
behavior (Forgatch et al., 2009). Third, by intervening 
within classrooms, schools, and neighborhoods, we may 
be able to alter the broader climate to discourage antiso- 
cial behavior and encourage prosocial behavior (Beets 
et al., 2009). Finally, by treating delinquency seriously 
when it occurs—by making sure that an adolescent knows 
that misbehavior has definite consequences—we can deter 
the teenager from doing the same thing again in the future 
(Scott & Steinberg, 2008). Treating juvenile offending 
seriously does not require that we incarcerate juveniles 


for long periods, however; this has been shown to be inef- 
fective in deterring future crime (Loughran et al., 2009). 
In fact, policies that lead juvenile offenders to become 
more seriously involved in the justice system are more 
likely to increase reoffending over time than to reduce it 
(Beardslee et al., 2019). 


Internalizing Problems 


Most individuals emerge from adolescence confident 
with a healthy sense of who they are and where they are 
headed. But for some, the changes and demands of ado- 
lescence create feelings of helplessness, confusion, and 
pessimism. Although minor fluctuations in self-esteem 
during early adolescence are commonplace, it is not nor- 
mal for adolescents (or adults, for that matter) to feel a 
prolonged or intense sense of hopelessness or frustration. 
Such young people are likely to be psychologically 
depressed and in need of professional help. Depression is 
by far the most significant internalizing problem that has 
its onset in adolescence. 

Many adolescents have experienced bouts of severe 
anxiety as well, but these generally make their first appear- 
ance in childhood (Dalsgaard et al., 2020; Merikangas 
et al., 2010) (see Figure 13.10). Moreover, there is consid- 
erable comorbidity (the simultaneous occurrence of mul- 
tiple health problems) between anxiety and depression in 
adolescence, with about 75% of adolescents with depres- 
sion reporting symptoms of anxiety as well (Cohen et al., 
2014). Although they are not the same, anxiety and 
depression share many of the same risk factors and 
respond to similar treatments (Silk et al., 2019). 
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The Nature and Prevalence 
of Depression 


In its mild form, depression is the most common psycho- 
logical disturbance among adolescents (Graber & Sontag, 
2009). Although we associate depression with feelings of 
sadness, there are other symptoms that are important 
signs of the disorder, and sadness alone without any other 
symptoms may not indicate depression, at least in the 
clinical sense of the term. Depression has emotional 
symptoms, including dejection, decreased enjoyment of 
pleasurable activities, and low self-esteem. It has cognitive 
symptoms, such as pessimism and hopelessness. It has 
motivational symptoms, including apathy and boredom. 
Finally, it often has physical symptoms, such as a loss of 
appetite, difficulty sleeping, and loss of energy. The symp- 
toms of major depression are the same in adolescence as 
in adulthood and among males and females, although, as 
you'll read, there are large sex differences in the preva- 
lence of the illness (Lewinsohn et al., 2003). 


Mood, Syndromes, and Disorder It is important to 
distinguish among depressed mood (feeling sad), depres- 
sive syndromes (having multiple symptoms of depression), 
and depressive disorder (having 

enough symptoms to be diag- depression 

nosed with the illness) (Graber A psychological disturbance 
& Sontag, 2009). According to a characterized by low self- 
large-scale survey of a represen- esteem, decreased motivation, 
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Figure 13.10 Whereas the incidence of mood disorders, including depression, increases dramatically in adolescence, 
the incidence of anxiety disorders increases most in childhood. (Dalsgaard et al., 2020) 
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Table 13.5 DSM-5 diagnostic criteria for persistent depressive disorder 


The essential feature of persistent depressive disorder is a depressed mood that occurs for most of the day, for more 
days than not, for at least 2 years (at least 1 year for children and adolescents). Individuals with persistent depressive 
disorder describe their mood as sad or “down in the dumps.” During periods of depressed mood (in children and 
adolescents, the mood can be irritable), at least two of the following six symptoms are present: 


* Poor appetite or overeating 

+ Insomnia or hypersomnia 

* Low energy or fatigue 

* Low self-esteem 

* Poor concentration or difficulty making decisions 
+ Feelings of hopelessness 


Because these symptoms have become a part of the individual's day-to-day experience, particularly in the case of early 
onset (e.g., “I’ve always been this way"), they may not be reported unless the individual is directly prompted. During the 
2-year period (1 year for children or adolescents), any symptom-free intervals last no longer than 2 months. The symptoms 
may not be due to the direct physiological effects of the use or abuse of a substance (for instance, alcohol, drugs, or 
medications) or a general medical condition (e.g., cancer or a stroke). The symptoms must also cause significant distress 
or impairment in social, occupational, educational, or other important areas of functioning. 


(American Psychiatric Association, 2013) 


high school girls) feel so sad and hopeless so often that they 
stop engaging in their usual activities, and each year, 1976 of 
this age group seriously contemplate committing suicide 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). 

Fewer individuals report a pattern of depressive symp- 
toms that includes a wider range of symptoms than sad- 
ness alone. About 1376 of American teenagers between 
the ages of 12 and 17 (and 2076 of girls this age) meet the 
DSM diagnostic criteria for a depressive disorder during 
the past year (Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration, 2018) (see Table 13.5). As many 
as 15% of individuals will experience at least one bout of 
depression by the age of 18 (Merikangas et al., 2010). 
Visits to psychiatrists have increased at a much faster rate 
in recent decades among adolescents than adults (Olfson 
et al., 2014). 

Depressed mood, depressive syndrome, and depressive 
disorder all become more common over adolescence, in 
part because of the increasing prevalence of stressful events 
during the adolescent years (Graber & Sontag, 2009) and 
in part because the cognitive changes of adolescence 
permit the introspection, self-criticism, and rumination 
that often accompany depression (Avenevoli & Steinberg, 
2001). There is also a significant decline in positive mood 
over the adolescent years (Weinstein et al., 2007). 

There is an especially dramatic increase in the preva- 
lence of depressive feelings around the time of puberty; 
depression is one-third as common during childhood 
as it is during adolescence (Graber & Sontag, 2009). 
Symptoms of depression increase steadily throughout 
adolescence and then start to decline—making middle 
adolescence the period of the life span with the highest 
risk for the disorder. And because depression becomes 
increasingly more common with age among adolescent 
girls than boys, by age 17, 36% of girls and 14% of boys 
will have had at least one depressive episode (Breslau 


et al., 2017). The increase in depression in early adoles- 
cence is so striking that some experts have called for uni- 
versal screening in order to identify teenagers who may be 
especially vulnerable to the disorder (Hankin, 2020). 

One intriguing idea links the increase in depression to 
the same changes in the brain’s dopamine system that 
increase the vulnerability to alcohol and other drugs 
(Davey, Yiicel, & Allen, 2008). According to this theory, 
the coincidence of increased reward seeking caused by 
this brain change with changes in the adolescent’s social 
world leads to an intensification in adolescents’ desire for 
the rewards of intimate friendships and romantic relation- 
ships. If these rewards don’t materialize, adolescents may 
become frustrated and depressed. One reason that depres- 
sion declines after late adolescence is that individuals 
report a significant decline in stress during this period 
(Seiffge-Krenke, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2009). 

For reasons that are not entirely clear, there have been 
increases over time in the prevalence of depression, anxi- 
ety, and other signs of internalized distress, especially 
among adolescent girls (Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration, 2018) (see Figure 13.11). 
Some writers have suggested that this trend is attributable 
to the increased reliance of adolescents, and adolescent 
girls in particular, on smartphones and social media for 
social comparison and self-affirmation and, as a conse- 
quence, their vulnerability to distress when they receive 
feedback indicating that they are unpopular or unat- 
tractive (Twenge et al., 2018). While this is an intriguing 
possibility, to date there is insufficient evidence to con- 
firm or refute it. Other hypothesized contributors are 
increased academic pressure and uncertainty about the 
future (Denizet-Lewis, 2017). And, like their adult coun- 
terparts, adolescents’ already high levels of anxiety have 
been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic (Courtney 
et al., 2020). 


Percent with major depression 
in previous year 
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Figure 13.11 Rates of depression among American 
adolescents have increased substantially in recent 
years, especially among girls. (Mojtabai, Olfson, & Han, 2016) 


Sex Differences in Depression 


One of the most consistent findings in the study of ado- 
lescent depression involves the emergence of a very large 
sex difference in rates of depression in early adolescence 
(Avenevoli et al., 2015). Before adolescence, boys are 
somewhat more likely to exhibit depressive symptoms 
than girls, but after puberty, the sex difference in preva- 
lence of depression reverses. From early adolescence 
until very late in adulthood, twice as many females as 
males suffer from depressive disorder, and females are 
somewhat more likely than males to report depressed 
mood (Avenevoli et al., 2015). The increased risk for 
depression among girls emerges during puberty, rather 
than at a particular age or grade in school (Patton et al., 
2008). It is well-known that rates of depression are about 
twice as high among adult women than men; it is less 
well-known that this sex difference is entirely due to the 
higher prevalence of depression among girls than boys, 
which persists into adulthood. Sex differences in the 
appearance of depression for the first time after adoles- 
cence (which is rare in either gender) are very small 
(Kwong et al., 2019) (see Figure 13.12). 


Do Gender Roles Put Girls at Risk for Depression? 
Social scientists speculate that the emergence of sex dif- 
ferences in depression has something to do with the 
social role that the adolescent girl may find herself in as 
she enters the world of boy-girl relationships, which may 
bring heightened self-consciousness over her physical 
appearance and increased concern over popularity with 
peers (Wichstrom, 1999). Because many of these feelings 
may provoke helplessness, hopelessness, and anxiety, 
adolescent girls may be more susceptible to depressive 
feelings. To make matters worse, pressures on young 
women to behave in sex-stereotyped ways may lead girls 
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Figure 13.12 The sex difference in rates of depression 
emerges in adolescence but declines in early 
adulthood. (Kwong et al., 2019) 


to adopt some behaviors and dispositions—passivity, 
dependency, and fragility, for example—that they have 
been socialized to believe are part of the feminine role 
and that may contribute to their depressed mood. Depres- 
sion in girls is significantly correlated with having a 
poor body image and being low in masculinity (Bearman 
& Stice, 2008; Eberhart et al., 2006). The gender-role 
hypothesis is only one explanation for sex differences in 
the prevalence of depression during adolescence. Three 
other accounts focus on sex differences in the degree to 
which adolescence is stressful, in how people cope with 
stress, and in vulnerability to different types of stressors. 


Stress, Rumination, and Sensitivity to Others The 
link between stress and depression during adolescence is 
well documented among both males and females; individ- 
uals who experience more stress are more vulnerable to 
depression and other internalizing problems, such as anx- 
iety (Ge et al., 2009). But early adolescence is generally a 
more stressful time for girls than boys (Charbonneau, 
Mezulis, & Hyde, 2009). This is because the bodily 
changes of puberty, especially when they occur early in 
adolescence, are more likely to be stressful for girls than 
boys; because girls are more likely than boys to experi- 
ence multiple stressors at the same time (for example, 
going through puberty while making the transition into 
junior high school); and because girls are likely to experi- 
ence more stressful life events than boys, including sexual 
abuse and harassment (Graber & Sontag, 2009; Vaughan 
& Halpern, 2010). Although sex differences in major 
depression persist beyond adolescence, reports of depres- 
sive symptoms tend to diminish in early adulthood, but 
the decline is steeper among females, perhaps because 
they experience a greater drop in stress as they leave 
adolescence behind (Ge, Natsuaki, & Conger, 2006; 
Meadows, Brown, & Elder, Jr., 2006). 
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Second, girls are more likely 
than boys to react to stress by 
turning their feelings inward— 

CEP" for instance, by brooding about 
suicidal ideation j 

Thinking about ending one's the problem and feeling help- 

life; less—whereas boys are more 

likely to respond either by dis- 

tracting themselves or by turn- 

ing their feelings outward, in aggressive behavior or in drug 

and alcohol abuse (LeMoult et al., 2019; Padilla Paredes & 

Calvete Zumalde, 2015). Girls’ greater tendency to co- 

ruminate with their friends likely contributes to their 

greater risk for depression, too (Bastin et al., 2015; Stone 

et al., 2011). As a result, even when exposed to the same 

degree of stress, girls are more likely than boys to respond 

to the stressors by becoming depressed (Kiang & Buchanan, 

2014; Rood et al., 2012). This difference in the ways that 

boys and girls react to stress helps explain why the preva- 

lence of externalizing disorders is higher in boys, while the 

prevalence of internalizing disorders is higher in girls. Girls 

are also more likely than boys to tamp down positive feel- 
ings about themselves (Gomez-Baya et al., 2017). 

A third explanation emphasizes girls’ generally greater 
orientation toward and sensitivity to interpersonal rela- 
tions (Guyer et al., 2009; Hankin, Stone, & Wright, 2010). 
Sex differences in levels of the hormone oxytocin may 
both encourage females to invest more in their close rela- 
tionships and make them more vulnerable to the adverse 
consequences of relational disruptions and interpersonal 
difficulties (Bakker et al., 2010). Girls are much more 
likely than boys to develop emotional problems as a result 
of family discord or problems with peers (Owens et al., 
2019; St. Clair et al., 2015; Telzer & Fuligni, 2013). 
Because adolescence is a time of many changes in relation- 
ships—in the family, with friends, and with romantic 
partners—the capacity of females to invest heavily in their 
relationships with others may be both a strength and a 
source of vulnerability. 


oxytocin 
A hormone known to influence 
emotional bonding to others. 


making the practical 
connection 


In light of what we know about the likely causes of sex 
differences in depression, what preventive interventions 
should be targeted at young adolescent girls? 


Suicide and Non-Suicidal Self-Injury 


According to recent national surveys, in any given year, 
nearly 11% of American female high school students and 
about 7% of males attempt suicide; nearly one-third of 
these attempts are serious enough to require treatment by 
a physician or nurse. More than twice as many adoles- 
cents think about killing themselves—referred to as 
suicidal ideation—than actually attempt suicide, but more 
than 80% of teenagers who have thought about commit- 
ting suicide have gone so far as to make a plan (Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). Adolescents 
who attempt to kill themselves usually have made appeals 
for help and have tried but failed to get emotional support 
from family or friends. They report feeling trapped, 
lonely, worthless, and hopeless (Kidd, 2004). 

The adolescent suicide rate among 15- to 19-year-olds 
increased alarmingly between 1950 and 1990, fueled by 
the increased use of drugs and alcohol and the increased 
availability of firearms (Judge & Billick, 2004). The rate 
peaked and declined somewhat during the 1990s. But the 
adolescent suicide rate began increasing again in 2007 and 
is higher now than it was 10 years ago (Centers for Dis- 
ease Control and Prevention, 2020) (see Figure 13.13). 

You may have read that suicide is a leading cause of 
death among young people (along with automobile 
crashes and homicide), but this is primarily because in 
the developed world, very few young people die from dis- 
ease or illness. Although the rate of suicide rises rapidly 
during the middle adolescent years, it continues to rise 
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Figure 13.13 Suicidal thoughts and suicide attempts among U.S. adolescents, which had been declining, are on 


the rise. (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020) 


throughout adulthood, and suicide is a much more com- 
mon cause of death among adults than it is among young 
people, largely because very few suicide attempts by ado- 
lescents are successful. The most common method of sui- 
cide among adolescent and young adult males is using a 
firearm, followed by hanging or suffocation, and poison- 
ing; among females, hanging or suffocation is most com- 
mon, followed by using a firearm, and poisoning (Suicide 
Prevention Resource Center, 2020). Attempted suicide is 
most common among Native American and Alaskan 
Native adolescents and least common among Black, 
Asian, and Latinx adolescents; the rate among White 
adolescents falls between these extremes (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). 


Non-Suicidal Self-Injury Many adolescents do not 
contemplate suicide but commit acts of non-suicidal 
self-injury (NSSI), such as deliberately burning or 
cutting themselves (Nock, Prinstein, & Sterba, 2009). 
Nearly one-fifth of adolescents have engaged in NSSI 
(Valencia-Agudo et al., 2018). Many of the same risk 
factors associated with suicide, such as depression, 
hopelessness, or problematic family relationships, are 
also associated with NSSI (Gong et al., 2019; Zhu, 
Chen, & Su, 2020). There is also evidence that adoles- 
cents who commit NSSI score high on measures of 
impulsivity (Aldrich, Wielgus, & Mezulis, 2018; Hamza 
& Willoughby, 2019). 

The most common reasons given for NSSI are to 
reduce feelings of tension, anger, anxiety, or depression, 
or to prompt feelings when none exists (Valencia-Agudo 
et al., 2018). Less is known about this group of adoles- 
cents than about those who attempt suicide, but levels of 
depressive symptomatology among adolescents who 
attempt to harm themselves, as well as risk factors for 
depression, fall somewhere between non-suicidal and sui- 
cidal adolescents (Brausch & Gutierrez, 2010; Guan, 
Fox, & Prinstein, 2012). Adolescents who engage in NSSI 
often have the same cognitive vulnerabilities associated 
with depression, which may actually lead to more rumina- 
tion (Buelens et al, 2019; Tatnell et al., 2014; Voon, 
Hasking, & Martin, 2014). They are also more likely than 
other adolescents to have a friend who has attempted 
NSSI (Hasking, Andrews, & Martin, 2013; Schwartz- 
Mette & Lawrence, 2019). 


Risk Factors for Suicide There are five established 
sets of risk factors for thinking about or attempting sui- 
cide during adolescence, and they are similar for males 
and females and among adolescents from different ethnic 
groups and different parts of the world: having a psychi- 
atric problem, especially depression or substance abuse; 
having a history of suicide in the family; being under 
stress, especially in the areas of achievement; being 
victimized or bullied; and, especially, experiencing 
parental rejection, maltreatment, family disruption, 
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Some studies estimate that about one-fifth of American 
adolescents have engaged in non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI). 
Sasa Prudkov/Shutterstock 


or extensive family conflict 
(Forster et al., 2020; Holland 
et al., 2017; Koyanagi et al., 
2019; Miller, Esposito-Smythers, 
& Leichtweis, 2015). Adoles- 
cents who have one of these 
risk factors are significantly 
more likely to attempt suicide than their peers, and ado- 
lescents who have more than one risk factor are dramat- 
ically more likely to try to kill themselves. Adolescents 
who have attempted suicide once are at risk for attempt- 
ing it again (Lewinsohn, Rohde, & Seely, 1994). 

One fascinating observation about suicide among 
adolescent girls is that the risk for suicide attempts may 
be greater during certain phases of the menstrual cycle 
(Owens, Eisenlohr-Moul, & Prinstein, 2020). Specifically, 
during the perimenstrual phase, which occurs about 
2 weeks before menstruation, there is higher than usual 
variability in hormones that in some young women is 
associated with physical symptoms (e.g., headache, 
muscle pain), negative affect (e.g., depression, irritabil- 
ity), relationship problems (e.g., interpersonal con- 
flict, rejection sensitivity), and diminished self-control 


non-suicidal self-injury 
(NSSI) 

Deliberate attempts to hurt 
oneself in nonlethal ways, 
including cutting or burning 
ones skin. 
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Figure 13.14 Women are more likely to attempt suicide during the perimenstrual phase of their menstrual cycle. 


(Owens, Eisenlohr-Moul, & Prinstein, 2020) 


süicide'eentagion (e.g., impulsivity, emotionality) 


The process through which (see Figure 13.14). Although 
learning about another's only a small number of girls are 
suicide can lead people to try diagnosed with premenstrual 
to take their own lives. dysphoric disorder (PMDD), 


many more have subclinical 
symptoms. These problems may be more pronounced 
during adolescence, when levels of various sex hormones 
are still fluctuating, and in combination with other risk fac- 
tors, such as stress due to family problems or achievement 
pressures, they may prompt some girls to attempt suicide. 


Suicide Contagion Adolescents are also more likely 
to attempt suicide if one of their friends or someone 
else in their community has committed suicide, which is 


referred to as suicide contagion (Abrutyn & Mueller, 
2014; Institute of Medicine, 2013). Teenagers are more 
susceptible to suicide contagion than adults. Studies of 
media reports show that adolescents are susceptible to 
both fictionalized (e.g., television dramas) and news 
reports of suicide, especially those involving celebrities. 
The way in which a suicide victim is portrayed in the 
media has a significant impact on the likelihood that ado- 
lescents will copy the behavior. When the victim is por- 
trayed as someone who is suffering from some sort of 
abnormality or psychopathology, there is far less chance 
that the suicide will be *contagious." When the victim is 
portrayed in a positive light, though, it increases the odds 
that adolescents who learn about it will attempt to take 
their own lives. Following the 2017 release of the Netflix 


a series in which a young woman commits suicide, the suicide 
rate among American teenagers at the height of public interest 
in the program increased. PictureLux/The Hollywood Archive/ 
Alamy Stock Photo 


show /3 Reasons Why, a series in which a young woman 
commits suicide, the suicide rate among American teenag- 
ers at the height of public interest in the program increased 
12% among males and 22% among females; no such 
increase was seen in any other age group (Bridge et al., 
2020; Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2019). This is especially 
the case when coverage of the death presents a celebrity 
suicide as having been a means of liberating himself or 
herself from a painful situation. Suicide experts prefer that 
media coverage of celebrity suicides (which is inevitable) 
emphasize the fact that individuals who are under duress 
or hopeless seek treatment for their mental health. 


Causes of Depression and 
Internalizing Disorders 


A variety of theories have been proposed to account for 
the onset of depression and other types of internalizing 
problems during adolescence. The current consensus is 
that internalizing problems are likely to result from inter- 
acting environmental conditions and individual predispo- 
sitions rather than either set of factors alone. Today, most 
experts endorse a diathesis-stress model of depression, 
which suggests that depression may occur when individu- 
als who are predisposed toward internalizing problems 
(a diathesis is a predisposition to develop a particular 
illness or medical condition) are exposed to chronic or 
acute stressors that precipitate a depressive reaction 
(Auerbach, Eberhart, & Abela, 2010; Lewinsohn, Joiner, 
& Rohde, 2001). Individuals without the diathesis—who 
are not predisposed toward depression—are able to with- 
stand a great deal of stress, for instance, without develop- 
ing any psychological problems. In contrast, individuals 
who have strong predispositions toward the disorder may 
become depressed in the face of mildly stressful circum- 
stances that most of us would consider to be normal. 
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Research has focused on both 
the diathesis and the stress—on 
identifying individual predispo- 
sitions toward depression and 
on identifying the environmen- 
tal circumstances likely to pre- 
cipitate the disorder. 


diathesis-stress model of 
depression 

A perspective on depression 
that posits that problems are 
the result of an interaction 
between a preexisting 
condition (the diathesis) and 
exposure to a stressful event 
or condition. 


The Diathesis Two catego- 
ries of predispositions have 
received the most attention. 
First, because depression has 
been found to have a strong 
genetic component, it is believed that at least some of 
the diathesis is biological in origin and may be related to 
problematic patterns of neuroendocrine functioning 
(neuroendocrine refers to hormonal activity in the brain 
and nervous system) with respect to how we react to 
stress and negative events (Kuhlman et al., 2018; LeMoult 
et al., 2015; Rakesh, Allen, & Whittle, 2020; Schuler 
et al., 2017). In particular, researchers have focused on 
the predisposition toward intense problems in the regula- 
tion of neural activity in brain regions that play a crucial 
role in stress reactivity (Paten, 2013). This biological 
predisposition may make it difficult for individuals to 
regulate their emotions, which, in turn, may make them 
susceptible to depression and other psychological prob- 
lems (Miller et al., 2015; Silk et al., 2007). 

Abnormalities in one of several genes, in particular, 
may make some individuals more likely to develop depres- 
sion in the face of stress (Caspi et al., 2003; Hankin et al., 
2015; Little et al., 2015). Not surprisingly, given the role 
that genes play in the development of depression, vulner- 
ability to depression tends to run in families (Monti & 
Rudolph, 2017): Adolescents with a depressed parent are 
3 times as likely to develop depression as are other youth 
(Graber & Sontag, 2009). There is also evidence that 
depression is more common among individuals whose 
reward centers show a blunted response to positive stim- 
uli (Toenders et al., 2019). 

Other researchers have focused more on the cognitive 
style of depressed individuals, suggesting that people with 
tendencies toward hopelessness, pessimism, and self- 
blame are more likely to interpret events in their lives in 
ways that lead to the development of depression (Burke 
et al., 2016; Koch, Mendle, & Beam, 2020; Mac Giollabhui 
et al., 2018; Shapero et al., 2017). These sorts of cognitive 
sets, which may be linked to the ways in which children 
think they are viewed, first by their parents and later by 
peers, develop during childhood and are thought to play 
a role in the onset of depression during adolescence 
(Abela & Hankin, 2011). Individuals who tend to rumi- 
nate in the face of stress are especially at risk for the 
development of depression and anxiety (Michl et al., 
2013). And, as is true for reactivity to stress, there is some 
evidence that individuals’ cognitive style is stable and 


neuroendocrine 
Referring to activity in the 
brain and nervous system. 
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cognitive behavioral 
therapy (CBT) 

A type of psychotherapy, 
commonly used to treat 
depression and anxiety, in 
which the focus is on changing 
maladaptive and habitual 
patterns of thinking and acting. 


interpersonal therapy (IPT) 
A type of psychotherapy, 
commonly used to treat 
depression and anxiety, in 
which the focus is on changing 
dysfunctional patterns of 
interacting with others. 


selective serotonin 
reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) 
A class of antidepressant 
medications that has proven to 
be effective with adolescents 
suffering from internalizing 
problems, such as depression. 
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moderately heritable (Rudolph & Klein, 2009). There is 
also evidence that depressed adolescents show a blunted 
response to reward, praise, and other positive experiences 
but an exaggerated response to criticism and negative 
experiences (Fussner, Luebbe, & Bell, 2015; Silk et al., 
2017; Stephanou et al., 2017). 


The Stress Researchers who have been more con- 
cerned with the stress component of the diathesis-stress 
model-that is, with environmental influences on depres- 
sion—have focused on three broad sets of stressors. First, 
depression is more common among adolescents from 
families characterized by high conflict and low cohesion, 
and rates are higher among adolescents from divorced 
homes (Griffiths et al., 2019; Hamza & Willoughby, 2011; 
Wang et al., 2020). Second, depression is more prevalent 
among adolescents who are unpopular, have poor peer 
relations, are bullied, or have friends who are depressed 
(Agoston & Rudolph, 2011; Mendle et al., 2010; Oppen- 
heimer, Hankin, & Young, 2018; Swearer & Hymel, 2015; 
Van Zalk et al, 2010). Third, depressed adolescents 
report more chronic and acute adversity than nonde- 
pressed adolescents do, such as the loss of a parent, mal- 
treatment, and poverty (Askeland et al., 2020; Lim, Rice, 
& Rhoades, 2016; McLaughlin et al., 2012). There is also 
evidence that academic difficulties are correlated with 
depression, especially among affluent suburban youth in 
the United States (Luthar & Becker, 2002). Although all 
sorts of stressors have been linked to the onset of psycho- 
logical problems, the single most common trigger of the 
first episode of major depression in adolescence is the 
breakup of a romantic relationship (Monroe et al., 1999). 

You read earlier that the prevalence of depression 
rises during adolescence. Can diathesis-stress models of 
depression account for this increase? For the most part, 
they can. Biological theorists 
can point to the hormonal 
changes of puberty because one 
of the effects of pubertal hor- 
mones is to make individuals 
more reactive to stress (Edwards 
et al, 2011; Heller & Casey, 
2016; Walker, Sabuwalla, & 
Huot, 2004). Consistent with 
this, many studies show that the 
increase in depression in adoles- 
cence is more closely linked to 
puberty than age (Conley & 
Rudolph, 2009), although it is 
difficult to pinpoint puberty as 
the cause of the problem, since 
many other changes typically 
occur around the same time 
(such as the transition out of 
elementary school or changes 
in peer relationships). 


Cognitive theorists can point to the onset of hypothet- 
ical thinking at adolescence, which may result in new 
(and perhaps potentially more depressing) ways of view- 
ing the world (Kuhn, 2009). And theorists who empha- 
size environmental factors draw attention to the new 
environmental demands of adolescence, such as chang- 
ing schools, beginning to date, or coping with transforma- 
tions in family relationships—all of which may be stressful 
(Morris, Ciesla, & Garber, 2010). Thus, there are many 
good reasons to expect that the prevalence of depression 
would increase as individuals pass from childhood into 
adolescence. Individuals who develop internalizing disor- 
ders such as depression and anxiety in adolescence are at 
elevated risk to suffer from these problems as adults 
(Lewinsohn et al., 2003). 


Treatment and Prevention of 
Internalizing Problems 


The treatment of depression during adolescence is very 
similar to its treatment at other points in the life span. 
Clinicians use a wide range of approaches, including bio- 
logical therapies employing antidepressant medication 
(these address the neuroendocrine problem, if one exists); 
psychotherapies designed to help depressed adolescents 
understand the roots of their depression, to increase the 
degree to which they experience pleasure in their daily 
activities, or to change the nature of their cognitive style; 
and family therapy, which focuses on changing patterns 
of family relationships that may be contributing to the 
adolescent's symptoms. 

A recent comprehensive review found that psychother- 
apy with depressed and anxious adolescents has a very 
modest impact, leading some experts to call for more 
intense scrutiny of the factors that distinguish successful 
from unsuccessful approaches (Weisz et al, 2019). 
Although most of the treatment studies employed 
cognitive behavioral therapy, the review found that other 
evidence-based practices, such as interpersonal therapy, 
were equally, if not more, effective (Eckshtain et al., 
2020). Importantly, evidence-based approaches are supe- 
rior to approaches that do not have a scientific basis, 
which, unfortunately, are widely used (Beardslee et al., 
2013; Weisz et al., 2009). With regard to antidepressants, 
research has confirmed the effectiveness of a class of 
drugs called selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors 
(SSRIs) in the treatment of depression in adolescence 
(Graber & Sontag, 2009). These medications are also 
effective in treating other types of internalizing problems, 
such as anxiety disorders and social phobias, especially 
when used in conjunction with cognitive-behavioral ther- 
apy (Brent et al., 2008; Kennard et al., 2009; Walkup et al., 
2008). The use of antidepressant medications among 
adolescents has nearly doubled since the 1990s (Olfson, 
Druss, & Marcus, 2015). 


Stress and Coping 


Many adolescents report difficulty in coping with stress- 
ful situations at home or at school. These stressors 
include major life changes (such as a parental divorce, 
changing schools, or having someone in the family sud- 
denly become seriously ill), chronically stressful condi- 
tions (such as poverty, a disabling illness, or constant 
family conflict), and day-to-day hassles (such as school 
exams, fights with friends, and arguments with siblings 
and parents) (Compas & Reeslund, 2009). 

Stress can affect individuals in different ways (Steinberg 
& Avenevoli, 2000). For some teenagers, it can lead to 
internalized disorders, such as anxiety, depression, head- 
aches, and indigestion—even compromised immune 
system functioning (Birmaher et al., 1994). For others, the 
consequences of stress are externalized, in behavior and 
conduct problems. For still others, the impact of stress is 
manifested in drug and alcohol abuse. These links between 
stress and psychosocial problems have been documented 
in studies of youngsters from all ethnic groups and family 
backgrounds and among youth exposed to both relatively 
common stressors (such as breaking up with a romantic 
partner) and relatively severe ones (such as exposure to 
war, terrorism, or natural disasters) (Gershoff et al., 2010; 
La Greca & Silverman, 2009). 

Yet, for some adolescents, the very same sources and lev- 
els of stress do not seem to be associated with psychological 
or physical upset at all. Thus, although we tend to think of 
stress as having negative effects on our well-being, the con- 
nection between stress and dysfunction is not clear-cut. Some 
adolescents show enormous resilience in the face of enor- 
mous adversity (Compas & Reeslund, 2009). What makes 
some adolescents more vulnerable to the effects of stress 
than others? Psychologists point to three sets of factors. 

First, the effect of any one stressor is exacerbated if it 
is accompanied by other stressors. Stress tends to have a 
multiplicative effect: An adolescent who faces two stress- 
ors at the same time (parental divorce and a change of 
schools, for example) is more than twice as likely to 
experience psychological problems as someone who has 
experienced only one of the two stressors (Compas & 
Reeslund, 2009; Sharma et al., 2019). 

Second, adolescents who have other resources—either 
internal resources, such as high self-esteem, mindfulness, 
high intelligence, strong feelings of competence, or belief 
in the capacity for people to change, or external resources, 
such as social support from others—are better able than 
their peers to cope with stress (Galla, 2016; Monahan 
et al., 2016; Skinner & Saxton, 2019; Yeager, Lee, & Jamieson, 
2016). Adolescents with close friends and good social 
skills seem to be better able to handle stressors such as 
parental divorce or starting junior high school than are 
teenagers who lack close friendships or have fewer 
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interpersonal resources. Studies 
consistently show that the pres- 
ence of a close parent-adolescent 
relationship is probably the 
single most important factor in 
protecting adolescents from 
psychological harm (Askeland 
et al., 2020; Raffaelli et al., 
2013). The importance of social 
support as a buffer against the 
adverse effects of stress has 
been documented in studies of 
adolescents around the world. 
Finally, some adolescents 
use more effective coping strategies than do others. Spe- 
cialists who study coping strategies distinguish between 
strategies that involve taking steps to change the source of 
the stress, called primary control strategies, and those that 
involve efforts to adapt to the problem, called secondary 
control strategies (Compas & Reeslund, 2009). For 
instance, if you are very worried about an upcoming 
exam, a primary control strategy might be to form a study 
group with other students in order to review the material, 
whereas a secondary control strategy might be to go out 
to a movie or for a run in order to relax yourself. Individ- 
uals who use primary or secondary control strategies are 
better adjusted, less depressed, and less likely to have 
behavioral problems than those who react to stress 
through disengagement or avoidance (Carothers et al., 
2016; Compas & Reeslund, 2009; Weisz, Francis, & 
Bearman, 2010; Sladek, Doane, & Stroud, 2017). 


resilience 

The ability of an individual 
to continue to function 
competently in the face of 
adversity or stress. 


primary control strategies 


the stressor. 


attempts by the individual to 
adapt to the stressor. 
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connection 


How do you cope with stress? Are you more likely to use 
primary or secondary control strategies? 


We tend to think of primary control strategies as par- 
ticularly desirable, but in some situations, secondary con- 
trol strategies are very effective. These tend to be stressful 
situations that are clearly uncontrollable, such as being 
diagnosed with a serious illness or learning that one's 
parents are getting a divorce (Hall et al., 2006). In these 
instances, trying to distract and calm oneself may help 
alleviate some of the stress, whereas trying to exert con- 
trol over an uncontrollable situation may only make mat- 
ters worse (Jaser et al., 2007). That said, adolescents who 
employ primary control strategies when the source of the 
stress is controllable are less vulnerable to its detrimental 
health consequences, which is a good reason to help teen- 
agers develop these kinds of coping skills (Clarke, 2006). 


Design Elements: (Brain): McGraw Hill Education; (Globe): Jupiterimages/Stockbyte/Getty Images; (Compass): Jacques Cornell/McGraw Hill Education; 
(Lightbulb): ansonsaw/Getty Images; (Girl with laptop): Africa Studio/Shutterstock. 


Coping strategies in which an 
individual attempts to change 
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secondary control strategies 
Coping strategies that involve 


Glossary 


A 


abstinence-only sex education Programs that encourage adoles- 
cents to avoid sexual activity but that do not provide information 
about safe sex. 


academic achievement Achievement that is measured by standard- 
ized tests of scholastic ability or knowledge. 


achievement The psychosocial domain concerning behaviors and 
feelings in evaluative situations. 


achievement attributions The beliefs an individual holds about the 
causes of her or his successes and failures. 


adolescence The stage of development that begins with puberty 
and ends when individuals make the transition into adult roles, 
roughly speaking, from about age 10 until the early 20s. 


adolescence-limited offenders Antisocial adolescents whose delin- 
quent or violent behavior begins and ends during adolescence. 


adolescent egocentrism Extreme self-absorption, often a conse- 
quence of too much “thinking about thinking.” 


adolescent growth spurt The dramatic increase in height and 
weight that occurs during puberty. 


adrenarche The maturation of the adrenal glands that takes place 
during adolescence. 


adult attachment interview A structured interview used to assess 
an individual's past attachment history and internal working model 
of relationships. 


adult plasticity Relatively minor changes in brain circuits as a 
result of experiences during adulthood, after the brain has matured. 


age-crime curve The relationship between chronological age and 
offending, showing that the prevalence of offending peaks in late 
adolescence. 


age grading The process of grouping individuals within social 
institutions on the basis of age. 


age of majority The designated age at which an individual is recog- 
nized as an adult. 


agency The sense that one has an impact on one’s world. 


aggression Acts done to be intentionally harmful. 


AIDS (acquired immune deficiency syndrome) A disease, caused by 
a virus transmitted by means of bodily fluids, that devastates the 
immune system. 


alleles Different versions of the same gene. 


androgens A class of sex hormones secreted by the gonads, found 
in both sexes but in higher levels among males than females follow- 
ing puberty. 

anhedonic Having difficulty experiencing positive emotions, a risk 
factor for depression. 


anorexia nervosa An eating disorder found chiefly among young 
women, characterized by dramatic and severe self-induced weight 
loss. 


antisocial personality disorder A disorder of adulthood character- 
ized by antisocial behavior and persistent disregard for the rules of 
society and the rights of others. 


anxious-avoidant attachment An insecure attachment between 
infant and caregiver, characterized by indifference on the part of the 
infant toward the caregiver. 


anxious-resistant attachment An insecure attachment between 
infant and caregiver, characterized by distress at separation and 
anger at reunion. 


attachment The strong affectional bond that develops between an 
infant and a caregiver. 


attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) A biologically 
based psychological disorder characterized by impulsivity, inatten- 
tiveness, and restlessness, often in school situations. 


authoritarian parents Parents who use punitive, absolute, and 
forceful discipline, and who place a premium on obedience and 
conformity. 


authoritative parents Parents who use warmth, firm control, and 
rational, issue-oriented discipline, in which emphasis is placed on 
the development of self-direction. 


authority conflicts A type of antisocial behavior characterized by 
stubbornness and rebelliousness. 


autobiographical memory The recall of personally meaningful past 
events. 


autoerotic behavior Sexual behavior that is experienced alone, 
such as masturbation or sexual fantasizing. 


autonomy The psychosocial domain concerning the development 
and expression of independence. 


baby boom The period following World War II, during which the 
number of infants born was extremely large. 


Bar (Bas) Mitzvah In Judaism, the religious ceremony marking 
the young person’s transition to adulthood. 


basal metabolism rate The minimal amount of energy used by the 
body during a resting state. 


behavioral autonomy The capacity to make independent decisions 
and to follow through with them. 


behavioral decision theory An approach to understanding adoles- 
cent risk taking, in which behaviors are seen as the outcome of 
systematic decision-making processes. 


behavioral genetics 
behavior. 


The scientific study of genetic influences on 


big fish-little pond effect The reason that individuals who attend 
high school with high-achieving peers feel worse about themselves 
than comparably successful individuals with lower-achieving peers. 


binge drinking Consuming five or more drinks in a row on one 
occasion, an indicator of alcohol abuse. 


binge eating disorder An eating disorder characterized by a pattern 
of binge eating that is not accompanied by drastic attempts to lose 
weight. 


biosocial theories Theories of adolescence that emphasize the 
biological changes of the period. 
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body mass index (BMI) A measure of an individual's body fat, the 
ratio of weight to height; used to gauge overweight and obesity. 


brain function Patterns of brain activity. 
brain structure The physical form and organization of the brain. 


bulimia An eating disorder found primarily among young women, 
characterized by a pattern of binge eating and extreme weight-loss 
measures, including self-induced vomiting. 


C 


callous-unemotional traits (CU) A cluster of traits characteristic of 
psychopathic individuals, which includes a lack of empathy and 
indifference toward the feelings of others. 


causation The correlation between two things attributable to the 
effect one thing has on the other. 


charter schools Public schools that have been given the autonomy 
to establish their own curricula and teaching practices. 


child protectionists Individuals who argued, early in the twentieth 
century, that adolescents needed to be kept out of the labor force in 
order to protect them from the hazards of the workplace. 


chlamydia A sexually transmitted infection caused by a bacterium. 


civic engagement Involvement in political and community affairs, 
as reflected in knowledge about politics and current affairs, partici- 
pation in conventional and alternative political activities, and engag- 
ing in community service. 


cliques Small, tightly knit groups of between 2 and 12 friends, 
generally of the same sex and age. 


cofigurative cultures Cultures in which young people are social- 
ized both by adults and by each other. 


cognitive autonomy The establishment of an independent set of 
values, opinions, and beliefs. 


cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) A type of psychotherapy, 
commonly used to treat depression and anxiety, in which the focus 
is on changing maladaptive and habitual patterns of thinking and 
acting. 

cognitive-developmental view A perspective on development, based 
on the work of Piaget, that takes a qualitative, stage-theory approach. 


cohort A group of individuals born during the same general histor- 
ical era. 


collective efficacy A community’s social capital, derived from its 
members’ common values and goals. 


Common Core A proposed set of standards in language arts and 
mathematics that all American schools would be expected to use. 


comorbid Co-occurring, as when an individual has more than one 
problem at the same time. 


comprehensive high school An educational institution that evolved 
during the first half of the twentieth century, offering a varied curric- 
ulum and designed to meet the needs of a diverse population of 
adolescents. 


comprehensive sex education Programs that not only provide infor- 
mation about contraception, STDs, and pregnancy but also teach 
adolescents how to refuse unwanted sex and avoid unintended sex, 
increase their motivation to engage in safe sex, and change percep- 
tions about peer norms and attitudes. 


compulsive Internet use (CIU) Internet addiction. 


concrete operations The third stage of cognitive development, 
according to Piaget, spanning the period roughly between age 6 and 
early adolescence. 


conduct disorder A repetitive and persistent pattern of antisocial 
behavior that results in problems at school or work, or in relation- 
ships with others. 


continuous transitions Passages into adulthood in which adult 
roles and statuses are entered into gradually. 


conventional moral reasoning The second level of moral develop- 
ment, which occurs during late childhood and early adolescence 
and is characterized by reasoning that is based on the rules and 
conventions of society. 


correlation The extent to which two things vary systematically 
with each other. 


cortisol A hormone produced when a person is exposed to stress. 


co-rumination Excessive talking with another about problems. 


covert antisocial behavior A type of antisocial behavior character- 
ized by misdeeds that are not always detected by others, such as 
lying or stealing. 

criminal behavior Crimes that are dealt with in the criminal justice 
system, regardless of the age of the offender. 


criminal justice system The system of courts and related institu- 
tions developed to handle adult crime. 


critical thinking Thinking that involves analyzing, evaluating, and 
interpreting information, rather than simply memorizing it. 


cross-sectional study A study that compares two or more groups of 
individuals at one point in time. 


crowds Large, loosely organized groups of young people, com- 
posed of several cliques and typically organized around a common 
shared activity. 


cultivation theory A perspective on media use that emphasizes the 
impact media exposure has on individuals. 


cultural capital The resources provided within a family through the 
exposure of the adolescent to art, music, literature, and other elements 
of “high culture.” 


cyberbullying Bullying that occurs over the Internet or via cell phones. 


date rape Being forced by a date to have sex against one’s will. 


delay of gratification The capacity to wait longer to get a larger, 
better, or more valuable reward instead of a smaller, less attractive, 
or less valuable one that is available immediately. 


delayed phase preference A pattern of sleep characterized by later 
sleep and wake times, which usually emerges during puberty. 


delinquency Juvenile offending that is processed within the juve- 
nile justice system. 


depression A psychological disturbance characterized by low 
self-esteem, decreased motivation, sadness, and difficulty in finding 
pleasure in formerly pleasurable activities. 


detachment In psychoanalytic theory, the process through which 
adolescents sever emotional attachments to their parents or other 
authority figures. 


developmental plasticity Extensive remodeling of the brain's cir- 
cuitry in response to experiences during childhood and adolescence, 
while the brain is still maturing. 


developmental trajectories Patterns of change over time. 


diathesis-stress model A perspective on psychological disorder that 
posits that problems are the result of an interaction between a preex- 
isting condition (the diathesis) and exposure to stress in the 
environment. 


diathesis-stress model of depression A perspective on depression 
that posits that problems are the result of an interaction between a 
preexisting condition (the diathesis) and exposure to a stressful 
event or condition. 


differential susceptibility theory The idea that the same genetic ten- 
dencies that make an individual especially susceptible to develop 
problems when exposed to adverse environmental influences also 
make him or her especially likely to thrive when exposed to positive 
environmental influences. 


diffusion tensor imaging (DTI) A technique used to produce 
images ofthe brain that shows connections among different regions. 


discontinuous transitions Passages into adulthood in which adult 
roles and statuses are entered into abruptly. 


disordered eating Mild, moderate, or severe disturbance in eating 
habits and attitudes. 


disorganized attachment A relationship between infant and care- 
giver characterized by the absence of normal attachment behavior. 


divided attention The process of paying attention to two or more 
stimuli at the same time. 


dopamine A neurotransmitter especially important in the brain 
circuits that regulate the experience of reward. 


dyscalculia Impaired ability in arithmetic. 
dysgraphia Impaired ability in handwriting. 


dyslexia Impaired ability in reading or spelling. 


early adolescence The period spanning roughly ages 10 to 13, cor- 
responding roughly to the junior high or middle school years. 


ecological perspective on human development A perspective on 
development that emphasizes the broader context in which develop- 
ment occurs. 


educational attainment The number of years of schooling com- 
pleted by an individual. 


emerging adulthood The period spanning roughly ages 18 to 25, 
during which individuals make the transition from adolescence to 
adulthood. 


emotional autonomy The establishment of more adultlike and less 
childish close relationships with family members and peers. 
emotional intelligence The ability of individuals to accurately rec- 
ognize and label their own emotions and those of others. 

endocrine system The system of the body that produces, circulates, 
and regulates hormones. 


epiphysis The closing of the ends of the bones, which terminates 
growth after the adolescent growth spurt has been completed. 


estrogens A class of sex hormones secreted by the gonads, found 
in both sexes but in higher levels among females than males follow- 
ing puberty. 

ethnic identity The aspect of individuals’ sense of identity concern- 
ing ancestry or racial group membership. 
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ethnic socialization The process through which individuals develop 
an understanding of their ethnic or racial background, also referred 
to as racial socialization. 


evidence-based practices 
proven scientific basis. 


Programs and practices that have a 


executive function More advanced thinking abilities, enabled 
chiefly by the maturation of the prefrontal cortex, especially in early 
adolescence. 


experience sampling method (ESM) A method of collecting data 
about adolescents’ emotional states, in which individuals are signaled 
and asked to report on their mood and activity. 


externalizing disorders Psychosocial problems that are manifested in 
a turning of the symptoms outward, as in aggression or delinquency. 


F 


false-self behavior 
impression to others. 


familism An orientation toward life in which the needs of one’s 
family take precedence over the needs of the individual. 


Behavior that intentionally presents a false 


family capital The economic, social, and cultural resources pro- 
vided by the family. 


family systems theory A perspective on family functioning that 
emphasizes interconnections among different family relationships 
(such as marital, parent-child, sibling). 


fear of missing out (FOMO) Excessive worry that others are hav- 
ing rewarding experiences that don’t include you. 


feedback loop A cycle through which two or more bodily functions 
respond to and regulate each other, such as that formed by the hypo- 
thalamus, the pituitary gland, and the gonads. 


five-factor model The theory that there are five basic dimensions to 
personality: extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroti- 
cism, and openness to experience. 


formal operations The fourth stage of cognitive development, 
according to Piaget, spanning the period from early adolescence 
through adulthood. 


foster care A placement in a temporary living arrangement when a 
child's parents are not able to provide care, nurturance, or safety. 


functional connectivity The extent to which multiple brain regions 
function at the same time, which improves during adolescence. 


functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) <A technique used 
to produce images of the brain, often while the subject is performing 
some sort of mental task. 


future orientation The extent to which an individual is able and 
inclined to think about the potential consequences of decisions and 
choices. 


G 


gangs Organized peer groups of antisocial individuals. 
gateway drugs Drugs that, when used over time, lead to the use of 


other, more dangerous substances. 


gender identity ^ One's sense of oneself as male, female, or 


transgender. 


gender intensification hypothesis The idea that pressures to behave 
in sex-appropriate ways intensify during adolescence. 
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gender-role behavior The extent to which an individual behaves in 
traditionally “masculine” or “feminine” ways. 


generational dissonance Divergence of views between adolescents 
and parents that is common in families of immigrant parents and 
American-born adolescents. 


gifted students Students who are unusually talented in some aspect 
of intellectual performance. 


glands Organs that stimulate particular parts of the body to 
respond in specific ways to particular hormones. 


gonadotropin-releasing hormone (GnRH) neurons Specialized 
neurons that are activated by certain pubertal hormones. 


gonads The glands that secrete sex hormones: in males, the testes; 
in females, the ovaries. 


gonorrhea A sexually transmitted infection caused by a 
bacterium. 


growth mindset Believing that intelligence is malleable and can be 
"grown" over time. 


herpes A sexually transmitted infection caused by a virus. 


HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) The virus associated with 
AIDS. 


hormones Highly specialized substances secreted by one or more 
endocrine glands. 


hostile attributional bias The tendency to interpret ambiguous 
interactions with others as deliberately hostile. 


human papillomavirus (HPV) One of several viruses that cause a 
sexually transmitted disease. 


hypothalamus A part of the brain that controls the functioning of 
the pituitary gland. 


iatrogenic effects Unintended adverse consequences of a treat- 
ment or intervention. 


identity The domain of psychosocial development involving 
self-conceptions, self-esteem, and the sense of who one is. 


identity diffusion The incoherent, disjointed, incomplete sense of 
self characteristic of not having resolved the crisis of identity. 


identity foreclosure The premature establishment of a sense of 
identity, before sufficient role experimentation has occurred. 


identity status The point in the identity development process that 
characterizes an adolescent at a given time. 


identity versus identity diffusion According to Erikson, the norma- 
tive crisis characteristic of the fifth stage of psychosocial develop- 
ment, predominant during adolescence. 


imaginary audience The belief, often brought on by the heightened 
self-consciousness of early adolescence, that everyone is watching 
and evaluating one’s behavior. 


immigrant paradox The fact that on many measures of psychologi- 
cal functioning and mental health, adolescents who have immi- 
grated more recently to the United States score higher on measures 
of adjustment than adolescents from the same ethnic group whose 
family has lived in the United States for several generations. 


indifferent parents Parents who are characterized by low levels of 
both responsiveness and demandingness. 


individuation The progressive sharpening of an individual’s sense 
of being an autonomous, independent person. 


indulgent parents Parents who are characterized by responsiveness 
but low demandingness and who are mainly concerned with the 
child’s happiness. 


information-processing perspective A perspective on cognition that 
derives from the study of artificial intelligence and attempts to 
explain cognitive development in terms of the growth of specific 
components of the thinking process (such as memory). 


initiation ceremony The formal induction of a young person into 
adulthood. 


intergenerational transmission of violence The frequently observed 
connection between exposure to domestic violence while growing 
up and later violence in adolescents’ own romantic relationships. 


internal working model The implicit model of interpersonal rela- 
tionships that an individual employs throughout life, believed to be 
shaped by early attachment experiences. 


internalizing disorders Psychosocial problems that are manifested 
in a turning of the symptoms inward, as in depression or anxiety. 


Internet addiction A disorder in which an individual’s use of the 
Internet is pathological, defined by six symptoms: salience, mood 
change, tolerance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse and 
reinstatement. 


interpersonal therapy (IPT) A type of psychotherapy, commonly 
used to treat depression and anxiety, in which the focus is on chang- 
ing dysfunctional patterns of interacting with others. 


intimacy The psychosocial domain concerning the formation, 
maintenance, and termination of close relationships. 


inventionists Theorists who argue that the period of adolescence is 
mainly a social invention. 


J 


judicial bypass A regulation in many states that allows adolescents 
who want to abort a pregnancy but who are unwilling or unable to 
involve their parents in the decision to obtain permission from a 
judge to seek an abortion. 


junior high school An educational institution designed during the 
early era of public secondary education in which young adolescents 
are schooled separately from older adolescents. 


juvenile justice system A separate system of courts and related 
institutions developed to handle juvenile crime and delinquency. 


juvenile offending An externalizing problem that includes delin- 
quency and criminal behavior. 


K 


kisspeptin A brain chemical believed to trigger the onset of 
puberty. 


L 


late adolescence The period spanning roughly ages 18 to 21, corre- 
sponding approximately to the college years. 


learned helplessness The acquired belief that an individual is not 
able to influence events through his or her own efforts or actions. 


learning disability A difficulty with academic tasks that cannot be 
traced to an emotional problem or sensory dysfunction. 


learning theories Theories of adolescence that emphasize the ways 
in which patterns of behavior are acquired through reinforcement 
and punishment or through observation and imitation. 


leptin A protein produced by the fat cells that may play a role in 
the onset of puberty through its impact on kisspeptin. 


LGBTQ youth Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and question- 
ing youth, sometimes referred to as sexual-minority youth. 


life-course-persistent offenders Individuals who begin demonstrat- 
ing antisocial or aggressive behavior during childhood and continue 
their antisocial behavior throughout adolescence and into 
adulthood. 


limbic system An area of the brain that plays an important role in 
the processing of emotional experience, social information, and 
reward and punishment. 


long-acting reversible contraception (LARC) Methods of birth con- 
trol that provide effective contraception for several years without 
requiring users to maintain them once they have been put in place, 
such as intrauterine devices (IUDs) and subdermal contraceptive 
implants. 


longitudinal study A study that follows the same group of individ- 
uals over time. 


long-term memory The ability to recall something from a long time 
ago. 


mainstreaming The integration of adolescents who have educa- 
tional handicaps into regular classrooms. 


mastery motivation Motivation to succeed based on the pleasure 
one will experience from mastering a task. 


media practice model A perspective on media use that emphasizes 
the fact that adolescents not only choose what media they are 
exposed to but also interpret the media in ways that shape their 
impact. 

melatonin A hormone secreted by the brain that contributes to 
sleepiness and that triggers the onset of puberty through its impact 
on kisspeptin. 

menarche The time of first menstruation, one of the most import- 
ant changes to occur among females during puberty. 


mentalizing The ability to understand someone else's mental state. 
metacognition The process of thinking about thinking itself. 


middle adolescence The period spanning roughly ages 14 to 17, 
corresponding to the high school years. 


middle school An educational institution housing 7th- and 
8th-grade students along with adolescents who are | or 2 years 
younger. 


midlife crisis A psychological crisis over identity believed to occur 
between the ages of 35 and 45, the age range of most adolescents 
parents. 


molecular genetics 
tion of genes. 


The scientific study of the structure and func- 
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Monitoring the Future An annual survey of a nationwide sample of 
American 8th-, 10th-, and 12th-graders, mainly known for its data on 
adolescent substance use. 


moral disengagement  Rationalizing immoral behavior as legiti- 
mate, as a way of justifying one's own bad acts. 


multidimensional model of racial identity A perspective on ethnic 
identity that emphasizes three different phenomena: racial central- 
ity (how important race is in defining individuals' identity), private 
regard (how individuals feel about being a member of their race), 
and public regard (how individuals think others feel about their 
race). 


multiethnic 
backgrounds. 


Having two parents of different ethnic or racial 


multisystemic family therapy An intervention designed to reduce 
antisocial behavior that has been proven to be effective. 


myelination The process through which brain circuits are insulated 
with myelin, which improves the efficiency of information 
processing. 


National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) A periodic 
testing of American 4th-, 8th-, and 12th-graders by the federal gov- 
ernment, used to track achievement. 


negative emotionality The presumed underlying cause of inter- 
nalizing disorders, characterized by high levels of subjective 
distress. 


negative identity The selection of an identity that is obviously 
undesirable in the eyes of significant others and the broader 
community. 


neuroendocrine Referring to activity in the brain and nervous 
system. 

neurons Nerve cells. 

neurotransmitters Specialized chemicals that carry electrical 


impulses between neurons. 


new media Digital media typically accessed via computers, smart- 
phones, or other Internet-based devices. 


noncognitive factors Influences on achievement that do not have 
to do with intellectual ability, such as determination, perseverance, 
and grit. 


nonshared environmental influences The nongenetic influences 
in individuals’ lives that make them different from people they 
live with. 


non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) Deliberate attempts to hurt oneself 
in nonlethal ways, including cutting or burning one’s skin. 


(0) 


occupational attainment A measure of achievement based on the 
status or prestige of the job an individual holds. 


oppositional-defiant disorder A disorder of childhood and adoles- 
cence characterized by excessive anger, spite, and stubbornness. 


organismic theories Theories of adolescence that emphasize the 
interaction between the biological changes of the period and the 
contexts in which they take place. 


ovaries The female gonads. 
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overt antisocial behavior A type of antisocial behavior character- 
ized by aggression toward others. 


oxytocin A hormone known to influence emotional bonding 
to others. 


P 


parental demandingness One of two important dimensions of par- 
enting; demandingness refers to the degree to which the parent 
expects and insists on mature, responsible behavior from the child. 


parental responsiveness One of the two important dimensions of 
parenting; responsiveness refers to the degree to which the parent 
responds to the child's needs in an accepting, supportive manner. 


peer groups Groups of individuals of approximately the same age. 


perceived popularity How much status or prestige an individual has. 


performance motivation Motivation to succeed based on the 
rewards one will receive for successful performance. 


personal fable An adolescent's belief that he or she is unique and 
therefore not subject to the rules that govern other people's 
behavior. 


pheromones A class of chemicals secreted by animals that stimu- 
late certain behaviors in other members of the species. 


pituitary gland One of the chief glands responsible for regulating 
levels of hormones in the body. 


plasticity The capacity of the brain to change in response to 
experience. 


platonic relationships Nonsexual relationships with individuals 
who might otherwise be romantic partners. 


positive risk taking Risk taking that promotes healthy psychologi- 
cal development 


positive youth development The goal of programs designed to facil- 
itate healthy psychosocial development and not simply to deter 
problematic development. 


possible selves The various identities an adolescent might imagine 
for him- or herself. 


postconventional moral reasoning The level of moral reasoning 
during which society's rules and conventions are seen as relative and 
subjective rather than as authoritative; also called principled moral 
reasoning. 


postfigurative cultures Cultures in which the socialization of young 
people is done primarily by adults. 


preconventional moral reasoning The first level of moral reasoning, 
which is typical of children and is characterized by reasoning that is 
based on rewards and punishments associated with different courses 
of action. 


prefigurative cultures Cultures in which society is changing so 
quickly that adults are frequently socialized by young people, rather 
than the reverse. 


prefrontal cortex The region of the brain most important for 
sophisticated thinking abilities, such as planning, thinking ahead, 
weighing risks and rewards, and controlling impulses. 
preoperational period The second stage of cognitive development, 
according to Piaget, spanning roughly ages 2 to 5. 


primary control strategies Coping strategies in which an individual 
attempts to change the stressor. 


proactive aggression Aggressive behavior that is deliberate and 
planned. 


problem behavior syndrome The covariation among various types 
of externalizing disorders believed to result from an underlying trait 
of unconventionality. 


prosocial behavior Behaviors intended to help others. 


protective factors Factors that limit individual vulnerability to harm. 
psychological control Parenting that attempts to control the adoles- 
cent's emotions and opinions. 


psychopaths Individuals who are not only antisocial but also 
manipulative, superficially charming, impulsive, and indifferent to 
the feelings of others. 


psychosocial Referring to aspects of development that are both 
psychological and social in nature, such as developing a sense of 
identity or sexuality. 


psychosocial moratorium A period during which individuals are 
free from excessive obligations and responsibilities and can there- 
fore experiment with different roles and personalities. 


puberty The biological changes of adolescence. 


Q 


quinceanera An elaborate sort of “coming-out” celebration for 
adolescent girls that is practiced in many Latinx communities. 


reactive aggression Aggressive behavior that is unplanned and 
impulsive. 

reaffiliation motive The normal and adaptive motivation that most 
of us have, which prompts us to reconnect with others when we feel 
lonely. 


reference group <A group against which an individual compares 
him or herself. 
rejection sensitivity 
others. 


Heightened vulnerability to being rejected by 


relational aggression Acts intended to harm another through the 
manipulation of his or her relationships with others, as in malicious 
gossip. 

religiosity The degree to which one engages in religious practices, 
such as attending services. 


reminiscence bump The fact that experiences from adolescence are 
generally recalled more than experiences from other stages of life. 


resilience The ability of an individual to continue to function com- 
petently in the face of adversity or stress. 


response inhibition The suppression of a behavior that is inappro- 
priate or no longer required. 


reverse causation Relationship in which the correlation between 
two things is due not to the first thing causing the second but to the 
second causing the first. 


risk factors Factors that increase the likelihood of some behavior 


or condition. 


rite of passage A ceremony or ritual marking an individual’s tran- 
sition from one social status to another, especially marking the 
young person’s transition to adulthood. 


routine activity theory A perspective on adolescence that views 
unstructured, unsupervised time with peers as a main cause of 
misbehavior. 


S 


scaffolding Structuring a learning situation so that it is just within 
the reach of the student. 


scarification The intentional creation of scars on some part or 
parts of the body, often done as part of an initiation ceremony. 


school performance A measure of achievement based on an indi- 
vidual's grades in school. 


schools within schools Subdivisions of the student body within 
large schools created to foster feelings of belongingness. 


secondary control strategies Coping strategies that involve 
attempts by the individual to adapt to the stressor. 


secondary education Middle schools, junior high schools, and high 
schools. 


secondary sex characteristics The manifestations of sexual matu- 
rity at puberty, including the development of breasts, the growth of 
facial and body hair, and changes in the voice. 


secular trend The tendency, over the past two centuries, for indi- 
viduals to be larger in stature and to reach puberty earlier, primarily 
because of improvements in health and nutrition. 


secure attachment A healthy attachment between infant and care- 
giver, characterized by trust. 


selective attention The process by which we focus on one stimulus 
while tuning out another. 


selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) A class of antide- 
pressant medications that has proven to be effective with adoles- 
cents suffering from internalizing problems, such as depression. 


self-conceptions The collection of traits and attributes that individ- 
uals use to describe or characterize themselves. 


self-consciousness The degree to which an individual is preoccu- 
pied with his or her self-image. 


self-efficacy The sense that an individual has some control over his 
or her life. 


self-esteem The degree to which individuals feel positively or nega- 
tively about themselves. 


self-fulfilling prophecy The idea that individuals’ behavior is influ- 
enced by others’ expectations for them. 


self-handicapping Deliberately behaving in ways that will likely 
interfere with doing well in order to have an excuse for failing. 


self-image stability The degree to which an individual’s self-image 
changes from day to day. 


sensation seeking The pursuit of experiences that are novel or 
exciting. 


sense of identity The extent to which individuals feel secure about 
who they are and who they are becoming. 


sensorimotor period The first stage of cognitive development, accord- 
ing to Piaget, spanning the period roughly between birth and age 2. 


serotonin A neurotransmitter that is especially important for the 
experience of different moods. 


service learning The process of learning through involvement in 
community service. 


Glossary G-7 


set point A physiological level or setting (e.g., of a specific hor- 
mone) that the body attempts to maintain through a self-regulating 
system. 


sexting Sending sexually explicit content, usually pictures, over 
the Internet. 


sexual orientation Whether one is sexually attracted to individuals 
of the same sex, other sex, or both. 


sexual socialization The process through which adolescents are 
exposed to and educated about sexuality. 


sexuality The psychosocial domain concerning the development 
and expression of sexual feelings. 


sexually transmitted disease (STD) Any of a group of infections— 
including HPV, gonorrhea, trichomoniasis, herpes, chlamydia, and 
AIDS-passed on through sexual contact. 


sexual-minority youth Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
questioning (LGBTQ) youth. 


shared environmental influences  Nongenetic influences that make 
individuals living in the same family similar to each other. 


sibling rivalry Competition between siblings, often for parental 
attention. 


social capital 
cent or family. 


The interpersonal resources available to an adoles- 


social cognition The aspect of cognition that concerns thinking 
about other people, about interpersonal relations, and about social 
institutions. 


social control theory A theory of delinquency that links deviance 
with the absence of bonds to society’s main institutions. 


social conventions 
social situations. 


The norms that govern everyday behavior in 


social promotion The practice of promoting students from one 
grade to the next automatically, regardless of their school 
performance. 


social redefinition The process through which an individual’s posi- 
tion or status is redefined by society. 


social support The extent to which an individual receives 
emotional or instrumental assistance from his or her social 
network. 


sociological theories Theories of adolescence that emphasize the 
ways in which adolescents, as a group, are treated by society. 


sociometric popularity How well-liked an individual is. 


spirituality The degree to which one places importance on 
the quest for answers to questions about God and the meaning 
of life. 


spurious causation Relationship in which the correlation between 
two things is due to the fact that each of them is correlated with 
some third factor. 


standards-based reform Policies designed to improve achievement 
by holding schools and students to a predetermined set of standards 
measured by achievement tests. 


status offense 
not adults. 


A violation of the law that pertains to minors but 


statutory rape Sex between two individuals, even when it is consen- 
sual, when at least one of the persons is below the legal age of con- 
sent; in the United States, the specific age of consent varies from 
state to state. 


G-8 Glossary 


stereotype threat The harmful effect that exposure to stereotypes 
about ethnic or sex differences in ability has on student performance. 


student engagement The extent to which students are psychologi- 
cally committed to learning and mastering the material rather than 
simply completing the assigned work. 


subjective social status Where one believes he or she ranks socio- 
economically (regardless of his or her actual socioeconomic class). 
substance abuse The misuse of alcohol or other drugs to a degree 
that causes problems in the individual’s life. 

suicidal ideation Thinking about ending one’s life. 

suicide contagion The process through which learning about 
another’s suicide can lead people to try to take their own lives. 
synapse The gap in space between neurons, across which neu- 
rotransmitters carry electrical impulses. 


synaptic pruning The process through which unnecessary connec- 
tions between neurons are eliminated, improving the efficiency of 
information processing. 


T 


Tanner stages A widely used system that describes the five stages 
of pubertal development. 


teenager A term popularized about 50 years ago to refer to young 
people; it connoted a more frivolous and lighthearted image than 


did adolescent. 
testes The male gonads. 


testosterone One of the sex hormones secreted by the gonads, 
found in both sexes but in higher levels among males than females. 
theory of mind The ability to understand that others have beliefs, 
intentions, and knowledge that may be different from one’s own. 
tracking The practice of separating students into ability groups, so 
that they take classes with peers at the same skill level. 

transgender Having a gender identity that differs from the sex one 
was assigned at birth. 


trichomoniasis 
parasite. 


A sexually transmitted infection caused by a 


U 


underachievers Individuals whose actual school performance is 
lower than what would be expected on the basis of objective mea- 
sures of their aptitude or intelligence. 


uses and gratification approach A perspective on media use that 
emphasizes the active role users play in selecting the media to which 
they are exposed. 


V 


vouchers Government-subsidized vouchers that can be used for 
private school tuition. 


W 


work values The particular sorts of rewards an individual looks for 
in a job (extrinsic, intrinsic, social, altruistic, security, influence, 
leisure). 


working memory That aspect of memory in which information is 
held for a short time while a problem is being solved. 


Y 


Yerkes-Dodson law A basic psychological principle that states that 
performance is impaired by too little or too much arousal or 
anxiety. 

youth Today, a term used to refer to individuals ages 18 to 22; it 
once referred to individuals ages 12 to 24. 


Z 


zero tolerance A get-tough approach to adolescent misbehavior 
that responds seriously or excessively to the first infraction. 


zone of proximal development In Vygotsky's theory, the level of 
challenge that is still within the individual's reach but that forces an 
individual to develop more advanced skills. 
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